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Abstract

Background Very-low-income students are a population at a high risk of perpetrating and
suffering bullying at school, and at the same time the peer group at school is often one of
the few sources of support for these minors.

Objective This two-wave study is aimed to disambiguate the two different roles of peer
acceptance and friendship on bullying and victimization in very-low-income adolescents,
exploring the possible differential role of immigrant background.

Method An online survey was administered to 249 early to late adolescents living below
the poverty threshold (M., =12.76; SD,,,,=2.34; 41.8% girls; 19.3% immigrants). A mul-
tivariate regression model with multi-group analyses was applied.

Results Our results indicated that peer friendship was a protective factor against bullying
as well as victimization, whilst peer acceptance was not protective. Only for natives (but
not for immigrants), a high level of peer acceptance was a risk factor for bullying, and low
school achievement was a risk factor for victimization. The persistence of victimization
over time was significantly stronger for immigrants than for natives.

Conclusions The study provides new insights for the unique protective role of classmates’
friendship in natives and immigrants, while acceptance appeared to be less relevant.
Research and applied implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Students living below the poverty threshold are at a high risk for perpetrating and suffer-
ing bullying in all grades of school (Tippett & Wolke, 2014). The frequent victimization of
these students by their peers has been related to the stigmatization for their being “differ-
ent” due to familial poverty, and/or to the poor relational skills of minors raised in highly
deprived environments (Seo et al., 2017; Tippett & Wolke, 2014). There is also increasing
evidence about the higher prevalence of bullying behaviors in students living in poverty
(Hong, Choi et al., 2020; Hong, Kim et al., 2020; Malecki et al., 2020), who may bully
their peers as a reaction to the suffered stigmatization, or to combat feelings of low self-
esteem (Dietrich & Ferguson, 2020). Overall, the nature of the associations between pov-
erty and school bullying is still unclear, and the contrasting results of previous research are
due to the very different measures of socio-economic status (SES) adopted (metanalysis by
Tippett & Wolke, 2014). It seems necessary to conduct studies more specifically focused
on populations living in poverty, as the extant literature has generally taken conditions of
social and economic disadvantage into account, but the dynamics of bullying have never
been investigated in groups characterized by persistent poverty.

The present study therefore set out to investigate the specific patterns of bullying within
a population consisting exclusively of adolescents living below the poverty threshold,
namely “very low-income” in this study. The poverty threshold in Italy is computed as
an income equal to the minimum expenditure required to purchase the goods and services
considered essential, in the Italian context, for attaining the minimum acceptable standard
of living (Vecchiato, 2015). According to the most recent national reports (National Insti-
tute of Statistics, ISTAT, 2020), the 6.4% of families, and the 11.4% of minors in Italy live
in conditions of poverty.

The extant literature underlined the core role of peer support in contrasting school
bullying and protecting victims from negative developmental outcomes (Cowie, 2011;
Flaspohler et al., 2009; Tzani-Pepelasi et al., 2019). In the light of previous studies on
the role of peers in bullying dynamics (Gini et al., 2015; Saarento & Salmivalli, 2015),
our study explored the different effects of peer acceptance and peer friendship on bully-
ing perpetration and victimization among very-low-income early to late adolescents, with
the expectation that some very specific results would be obtained for this population. For
minors from very-low-income families, frequently exposed to stressful family environ-
ments and poor parenting in unsafe neighborhoods (Conger et al., 2010), positive peer rela-
tionships at school can be one of the very few sources of social support. The influence of
classmates could thus be more relevant for the school adjustment of these students, in com-
parison with their more advantaged peers, perhaps even overcoming the effects of other
potential risk factors, with decisive consequences on the dynamics of bullying. However,
as previously mentioned, specific studies on this target population are still lacking. Moreo-
ver, the distinct effects of peer acceptance and peer friendship have rarely been compared
in literature on bullying, as most studies have focused either on one or the other (de Bruyn
et al., 2010; Kendrick et al., 2012). Thus, this study is also the first attempt to distinguish
the different roles of acceptance and friendship among classmates, in predicting bullying
and victimization.

Among very-low-income adolescents, immigrants can be considered as a group that is
even more at risk of peer victimization due to their double minority condition, since they
are both non-natives and living in extreme poverty (Chen et al., 2006; Hong et al., 2014).
Immigrant families are generally more likely to live in poverty than native ones (Chaudry
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& Fortuny, 2010), and about the 27% of immigrants in Italy live below the poverty thresh-
olds, versus the 5.9% of Italian citizens (ISTAT, 2020). Considering the steadily increasing
number of very-low-income immigrant minors in Italian schools (Foundation for Initia-
tives and Studies on Multi-Ethnicity, ISMU, 2020; Ministry of Education, Universities and
Research, MIUR, 2019), it becomes important to understand the dynamics of bullying and
victimization in this highly vulnerable group. Italy has indeed a very recent history of mass
immigration, and Italian schools are often unprepared to sustain the social and cultural
integration of foreign students (Milione, 2011), who frequently suffer victimization and
social isolation by their native peers (Palladino et al., 2020; Pistella, Baumgartner et al.,
2020; Pistella, Zava et al., 2020) and have higher levels of psychological distress (Aliv-
ernini et al., 2019¢; Cozzolino et al., 2020).

Recent studies have revealed that immigrants are more subject to mixed attitudes than
their native classmates (Alivernini et al., 2019b; Cavicchiolo et al., 2019) and that they
may be subjected to discrimination and school violence specifically due to their immigrant
background (Caravita et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2016; Palladino et al., 2020). Moreo-
ver, immigrant students are more frequently victimized for their low socioeconomic status
(Hong et al., 2014). The negative prejudices against immigrants —by peers, teachers and
school officials— are a relevant risk factor (Hong et al., 2014; Peguero, 2012). As regards
bullying perpetration, there is no clear evidence that immigrant students (vs. natives)
are more likely to become bullies (Hong & Espelage, 2012). However, some research
has suggested that peer group dynamics may lead to very different bullying patterns for
immigrants, who are more likely to bully their peers in very disadvantaged social groups
(Albdour & Krouse, 2014; Celia, 2020; Walsh et al., 2016), in absence of adequate social
support (Cui & To, 2019), or in reaction to a perceived rejection by their peers (Fandrem
et al., 2009; Strohmeier et al., 2012).

Also in this area very few studies have been conducted and the predictors of bullying
and victimization in immigrant very-low-income adolescents are still largely undeter-
mined. The present study therefore aims to investigate the predictors of school bullying
and victimization for the first time in a population of very-low-income adolescents, with
the purpose of disambiguating the different roles of peer acceptance and friendship, and
hypothesizing the presence of different patterns for immigrants and natives. The following
sections present a brief review of the recent literature about school bullying and its rela-
tionships with peer acceptance and friendship.

Bullying and Victimization at School

Bullying is a major problem worldwide, showing a prevalence of 10-30% across differ-
ent countries (Eslea et al., 2004), which has been substantially confirmed in the Italian
context (Menesini & Nocentini, 2015). However some studies indicated that bullying in
Italy has decreased over time, as a consequence of the growing political and educational
attention (Vieno et al., 2015), suggesting the importance of continuing to study this phe-
nomenon. School bullying refers to repeated, intentional aggressive behaviors enacted by
a student, or a group of students, toward a victim who cannot easily defend him/herself
(Olweus, 1993; Smith & Brain, 2000). Research has indicated that boys usually perpetrate
more direct aggression, while girls engage more often in relational and indirect aggres-
sion (reviews by Hong & Espelage, 2012; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). As regard age,
bullying is relatively stable over time (Cook et al., 2010), but some studies suggested that
it has a peak in middle school years, whilst decreasing later during high school (Hymel &
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Swearer, 2015; Scheithauer et al., 2006). Regarding individual risk factors, bullies tend to
have positive attitudes toward aggression, and to be narcissist and lacking of empathy, but
they are also competent in reaching social goals, being popular among peers and social-
dominance oriented (Fanti & Kimonis, 2012; Reijntjes et al., 2016; Van Noorden et al.,
2016). Their victims instead tend to have some characteristics of vulnerability that make
them more exposed to aggressions —such as internalizing problems, interpersonal diffi-
culties, and low achievement at school (Cook et al., 2010; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017).
Bullying may have severe negative consequences on the short and long-term mental well-
being of all the minors involved (Bao et al., 2020; Chai et al., 2020; Menesini & Salmivalli,
2017), and programs for prevention and early intervention are therefore of primary impor-
tance. In order to protect the most vulnerable students it is also important to detect group-
specific risk factors.

A specific form of bullying which has increasingly been the focus of studies in the last
decade is the bias-based bullying, which is based on discrimination and prejudice regard-
ing certain characteristics of the victim’s identity, such as race, ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, or other minority conditions (Juvonen & Graham, 2014). Students from very-low-
income families can be considered as particularly at risk for bias-based bullying, since they
are more frequently victimized due to their low social status (Tippett & Wolke, 2014), and
are more likely to bully their peers as a reaction to this kind of stigmatization, or as a
consequence of the behavioral problems that are frequent in these adolescents (Ackerman
et al., 2004; Dietrich & Ferguson, 2020).

The extant literature has generally indicated that poverty may be a risk factor for bully-
ing dynamics both at individual and at school level. At individual level, students living in
poverty are more frequently victims, as well as perpetrators, of bullying (Hong, Choi et al.,
2020; Hong, Kim et al., 2020), and more likely to be involved in all active bullying roles,
than their not disadvantaged peers (Malecki et al., 2020). At school level, the higher preva-
lence of students living in poverty contributes to develop an unsafe school climate, and is
associated with more bullying and victimization at school (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Malecki
et al., 2020). However, some authors have suggested that not poverty by itself, but the per-
ceived economic disparities between students—i.e. prevalence of inequality—can be at the
route of bullying behaviors at school (Attree, 2006; Chaux et al., 2009).

As regards very-low-income immigrant students, they are at a higher risk than natives
for being victimized at school, since they are in a double minority condition (Maynard
et al., 2016). Literature about bias-based bullying has suggested that immigrant students
are victimized for their ethnic origins (Peguero & Popp, 2012; Peguero et al., 2011), but
also for their frequent low-income status (Hong et al., 2014). Overall, the school climate
seems to have a relevant role: peers, teachers and school officials may share the beliefs
that immigrant students would have difficulties with language and learning, conduct and
relational problems, and that they will be an obstacle for teaching (Olsen, 2008; Suéirez-
Orozco et al., 2008). These negative beliefs may favor immigrants’ victimization from their
peers, and may also lead school personal to undervalue bullying incidents involving these
students (Hong et al., 2014; Peguero, 2012). Regarding the Italian context, there is grow-
ing evidence that immigrants are more frequently victimized than natives in all grades of
schools (Alivernini et al., 2019d; Palladino et al., 2020; Pistella, Baumgartner et al., 2020;
Pistella, Zava et al., 2020), and that peer racial prejudice is specifically associated with the
victimization of immigrant students in Italian schools (Caravita et al., 2020).

Conversely, there is as yet very little data on the predictors of bullying perpetration
in very-low-income immigrant students, but some findings have suggested that immi-
grant adolescents may bully their peers in specific negative conditions, associated to their
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attempts to achieve peer acceptance, and in some very marginalized and disadvantaged
social groups (Albdour & Krouse, 2014; Walsh et al. 2016). The very limited evidence
from Italy suggests that immigrant and native students in Italian schools show similar rates
of bullying behaviors (Alivernini, Manganelli et al., 2019d), however these findings did not
focus on very-low-income minors, and neglect the observation of the relational context in
which bullying occur. Therefore, further studies are needed in this direction. Overall, it is
acknowledged that very-low-income immigrants are more victimized than natives, whereas
there is still a gap in literature about the possible risk factors which may lead very-low-
income immigrants (vs. natives) to bully their peers, and the specific relational functioning
of these students still remains unexplored.

The Role of Peer Relationships at School in Bullying and Victimization

In the context of a socio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), school bullying
has been conceived as a group phenomenon, influenced by social relationships within
the peer group (Espelage & Swearer, 2010). The group dynamics of the class may influ-
ence the arising and maintenance of bullying, either reducing or increasing the chances
that certain individuals become victims or aggressors (Gini et al., 2015), but also being
determinant in sanctioning or reinforcing bullying behaviors (Saarento & Salmivalli,
2015). Peers are a fundamental source of social support during development and, in the
school context, the peer network may provide emotional, instrumental and motivational
support (Alivernini et al., 2016; Malecki & Demaray, 2003). The perceived peer support
sustains a positive development in different domains, improving school achievement and
self-esteem, and reducing depression and mental health problems (Colarossi & Eccles,
2003; Domagala-Zysk, 2006). Peers social support has also a relevant role in contrasting
negative developmental outcomes, protecting well-being in front of adverse conditions and
stressful life events (Birkeland et al., 2014; Ezzell et al., 2000). In fact, peer support at
school has proven efficacy in contrasting bullying incidents, protecting victimized students
and improving their well-being (Flaspohler et al., 2009; Girelli et al., 2018). Anti-bullying
programs at school are often focused on the peer support as a strategy of prevention and
intervention (see for example Cowie, 2011; Tzani-Pepelasi et al., 2019). Stemming from
this theoretical background, it would be reasonable to expect peer relationships at school
to be even more important for the vulnerable group of very-low-income students, which
often lack support in their family environments (Conger et al., 2010). However, research
evidence in this direction is still lacking.

Peer relationships at school can be conceptualized in different dimensions and, among
them, acceptance and friendship represent two central aspects of social inclusion in the
peer group (Alivernini, Cavicchiolo et al., 2019a; Cavicchiolo et al., 2020). Acceptance
refers to the individual’s perceived level of inclusion within the group, and can be meas-
ured by the numbers of social interactions with classmates at school (Bierman, 2004).
Friendship is instead a closer relationship, which involves frequent contacts with class-
mates also outside the context of school (Hall, 2019). During preadolescence and adoles-
cence, friendship is characterized by increasing intimacy and mutual help behaviors, with
several positive effects on developmental outcomes (Berndt, 2002).

Both peer acceptance and peer friendship have been shown to have important, although
rather complex, relationships with school victimization and bullying. As regards the role
of peer acceptance for the victims, it seems that rejected and socially isolated students tend
to be victimized more frequently (de Bruyn et al., 2010; Hong & Espelage, 2012), whereas
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higher levels of peer acceptance have a protective role (Cook et al., 2010; Demaray & Mal-
ecki, 2003), lowering the risk of victimization also for the more vulnerable individuals
(Monopoli et al., 2020). As explained by Veenstra et al., (2010), bullies tend to choose as
their victims students who are less likely to be defended by other relevant peers.

The role of acceptance in bullying perpetration is more complex, since bullies may have
either high or low levels of peer acceptance (Mapes et al., 2020). They are usually more
popular but less liked by peers, in comparison to students who are not involved in bullying
dynamics (Pouwels et al., 2016). Bullies also have high social achievement goals, and they
strive to demonstrate their social competence within the peer group (Bardach et al., 2020).
Other studies have indicated that bullies are only rejected by those peers who see them as
a possible threat (Veenstra et al., 2010). Overall, these studies suggest that the associations
between peer acceptance, victimization and bullying are highly complex, and they will
require further attention in research.

On the other hand, several different studies have found that peer friendship consistently
predicts lower levels of victimization (Kendrick et al., 2012; Kochel et al., 2015), indicat-
ing that having good peer relationships and supportive friends is an important protective
factor. The victims of bullying are usually more isolated and have few friends at school
(Eslea et al., 2004). However, according to some other studies, peer friendship may not
protect from victimization the students who manifest internalizing symptoms (Bollmer
et al., 2005), suggesting the existence of more complex associations which still need to be
explored.

Conversely, the associations between friendship and bullying perpetration are less evi-
dent. Some studies have found that having supportive friends may predict less bullying
over time (Kendrick et al., 2012), and that having friendships may reduce bullying behav-
iors in at-risk individuals (Bollmer et al., 2005). However other evidence has shown that
the affiliation with friends who have pro-bullying attitudes may become a risk factor for an
increase in bullying, due to the norms of the peer group (Cook et al., 2010). Thus, friend-
ship may have a role that is either protective or detrimental, since positive peer influences
may inhibit bullying behaviors, whereas affiliation with deviant peers may encourage them
(Espelage et al., 2003).

According to the friendship protection hypothesis (Boulton et al., 1999) peer friend-
ship is a resilience factor which may protect adolescents from negative developmental
outcomes, even in the case of vulnerable individuals or negative conditions. The experi-
ence of supportive friendships encourages the development of positive social skills, and
increases self-esteem, self-confidence, and psychosocial adjustment (Antonopoulou et al.,
2019; Boulton et al., 1999). All of this makes young people less likely to be the victims of
bullying, but also less likely to perpetrate it themselves. Conversely, bullying is positively
related to friendships with aggressive or antisocial peers, that may exacerbate antisocial
tendencies (Hong & Espelage, 2012). On the whole, the literature suggests that the asso-
ciations between peer friendship, school bullying and victimization are very complex, that
they are moderated or enhanced by different vulnerabilities factors, and that they require
further investigation, especially in the context of specific at-risk groups.

The socio-ecological approach applied to bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2010; Hong
& Espelage, 2012) suggests that the influence of the peer network could be particularly
important when the protective roles of family and community are reduced. For very-low-
income students, peer relationships at school could be one of the very few sources of social
support, in the absence of adequate familial security and care (Conger et al., 2010). There-
fore, despite the very complex associations between peer relatedness and bullying that
have been revealed in the general population (Cook et al., 2010; Hong & Espelage, 2012;
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Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017), we can hypothesize that for very-low-income students peer
acceptance and peer friendship could have a crucial protective role.

Within the specific group of very-low-income students, the peer context could play a
different role for very-low-income immigrants. The discrimination suffered by immigrant
students (Caravita et al., 2020; Palladino et al., 2020; Plenty & Jonsson, 2017) may explain
the specific protective or detrimental effects of peers on their school adjustment. Some
studies have shown that the victimization of immigrant students is predicted by peer rejec-
tion (Strohmeier et al., 2011) and prevented by peer support (Walsh et al., 2016), but also
that immigrants are more likely to behave as bullies as a reaction to perceived rejection,
and as a means for obtaining affiliation to the peer group (Fandrem et al., 2009; Strohmeier
et al., 2012), whereas conversely natives engage in bullying predominantly to affirm their
social dominance within the group (Reijntjes et al., 2016).

The Current Study

The primary aim of this study is to distinguish the different roles of peer acceptance and
peer friendship in school bullying and victimization, in a population of very-low-income
early to late adolescents. Even if some research has been conducted on the effects of pov-
erty on school bullying (Tippett & Wolke, 2014), the specific patterns of bullying and vic-
timization in students living in conditions of poverty are still unknown. Our study therefore
intends to clarify the predictors of bullying in a population of adolescents officially certi-
fied as living below the poverty threshold, in order to detect the specific protective and
risk factors for this population. The second aim of the present study is more explorative in
nature. Since the studies on ethnic bullying have suggested the existence of specific pat-
terns of victimization for immigrants (Palladino et al., 2020), we want to explore the pos-
sible differences in the hypothesized model between natives and immigrants. Thus, we aim
to verify the following research hypotheses:

H 1) We specifically expect that peer relationships at school could have a crucial protec-
tive role against bullying and victimization in very low income adolescents, because peers
are often one of the very few sources of social support for these minors, due to the frequent
lack of familial support (Conger et al., 2010).

H 2) We hypothesize that friendship would have a stronger protective role than accept-
ance in bullying, as well as in victimization, in line with the friendship protection hypothe-
sis (Boulton et al., 1999; Kendrick et al., 2012). To the best of our knowledge, the prospec-
tive associations of peer acceptance and peer friendship have never been simultaneously
explored in previous studies on bullying, and it is currently difficult to distinguish their
respective effects in the dynamics of bullying.

H 3) We also hypothesized that peer acceptance would contrast bullying perpetration in
immigrant students, whereas the same variable could be a risk factor increasing bullying in
natives. The few studies conducted on bullying perpetration among natives and immigrants
(Cui & To, 2019; Fandrem et al., 2009; Strohmeier et al., 2012) have suggested indeed
that immigrant students tend to bully as an attempt to obtain more acceptance, because
they perceive to be rejected by the group, while conversely natives do so mostly in order to
affirm their dominance within the peer group.

In addition, the possible confounding effects of biological sex and school achievement
on bullying and victimization were also controlled for in our models, in reason of previ-
ous findings. There is evidence indeed that boys are victimized more frequently than girls,
especially during middle adolescence (Smith et al., 2019). Moreover, boys (vs. girls) more
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frequently enact bullying behaviors, showing a higher tendency to retaliation (Bradshaw
et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2019). As regard school achievement, its effects on bullying and
victimization are well-known, albeit to some extent conflicting (see Farrington & Baldry,
2010 for a review). It is acknowledge that low academic performance may be a risk fac-
tor for victimization (Lehman, 2014; Nansel et al., 2001), however sometimes very high
grades at school may be a risk factor as well (Lehman, 2014; Peguero & Williams, 2013).
Moreover, bullies have generally low school achievement (Nansel et al., 2001), but some
authors found that higher academic achievement is also predictive of bullying behaviors
(Woods & Wolke, 2004). Finally, on the basis of the evidence for the increase of bullying
dynamics during middle school years, and their decrease during the high school (Hymel
& Swearer, 2015; Scheithauer et al., 2006), the possible differences between early adoles-
cents—attending middle school—and middle to late adolescents—attending high school—
were also tested in the hypothesized model.

Method
Participants and Procedures

The participants in this study were early to late adolescents from the 6th to the 13th grade,
who attended educational centers for socio-economically disadvantaged minors, located in
urban and suburban areas of different cities in northern, central and southern Italy. These
educational centers in Italy are social support services for disadvantaged minors, offering
after-school afternoon recreational and educational activities to low-income students from
different schools in the local school district, while being independent from the schools
themselves. Nine centers were involved in the research, from nine different Italian cities.

As a necessary inclusion criterion, all participants were from families certified as being
below the poverty thresholds, according to the Italian official index of family income
(Equivalent Economic Situation Indicator—ISEE). The participants completed an online
survey administered in the educational centers under the supervision of trained research-
ers, who ensured the complete anonymity and standardization of research procedures.
Before taking part in the study, all the participants and their parents provided their written
informed consent.

Data were gathered in two waves at an interval of 6 months: At the baseline (time 1,
T1), all the very-low-income adolescents from the 6th to the 13th grade who were attend-
ing the centers were invited to take part to the study (n=306). Five minors refused, and
three others abandoned the survey during the compilation. Therefore 298 participants
completed the online survey in the first wave of data collection. Bullying, victimization,
school achievement, peer acceptance and friendship were assessed at time 1. At the sec-
ond wave (time 2, T2), the questionnaires of bullying and victimization were administered
again. By the time of this second wave, 49 of the participants were no longer attending the
educational centres for various reasons (e.g. their families had moved house), so they did
not complete the survey and were therefore excluded from the data analyses. Overall, we
obtained a response rate of 97.4% at the first wave, and of 81.4% at the second wave. The
high response rate at time 1 was probably a result of the positive climate in the educational
centres, and it was also in accordance with recent studies conducted on Italian adolescents
(Bianchi et al., 2020). The attrition between waves was similar to what obtained in previ-
ous longitudinal studies on adolescents (Van der Vorst et al., 2006).
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Missing data were not present in our database, because the online survey was set up
with mandatory answers to all questions. Univariate analyses of variance were also per-
formed on the baseline data, in order to detect possible differences on the study variables
between included and excluded participants. Peer friendship, F(1, 298)=4.46, p=0.02,
and school achievement, F(1, 298)=10.16, p=0.002, were higher in participants included
in our study (vs. dropouts), but the effect sizes of these differences were negligible (friend-
ship: Cohen’s d=0.18) and small (school achievement: Cohen’s d=0.27). The final sample
consisted of 249 very-low-income early to late adolescents attending from the 6th to the
13th grade (M,,,,=12.76; SD,,,,=2.34; 41.8% girls), with 156 early adolescents aged until
13 (M., =11.26; SD,,,,=1.35; 41% girls), and 93 middle to late adolescents aged 14 or
above (M,,,,=15.29; 8D ,,, = 1.17; 43% girls).

The immigrant participants in our study were the 19.3% of the final sample (n=48),
with 25 first generation and 23 second generation immigrants, corresponding to the per-
centage of immigrant minors attending public schools in Italy, as reported in national
reports (ISMU, 2020; MIUR, 2019). The ethnic origin, familial language and age of arrival
in Italy for first generation immigrants have not been investigated for privacy reasons.
However, the national reports indicate that immigrant students in Italian schools are pre-
dominantly from other European countries and North Africa, with a prevalence around
45% for Romanian, Albanian, and Moroccan students (MIUR, 2019). The researchers had
previously ascertained that all immigrant minors in the study attended the school since the
beginning of the current school year, and were able to autonomously understand the self-
report questionnaires, which were administered in Italian. This study and its procedures
were in line with the institutional and national ethical standards and with the 1964 Helsinki
declaration and its later amendments.

Measures
Socio-Demographic Information

Information was collected on the biological sex, age, country of birth of the participants
and country of birth of their parents. Age measured at the baseline was then recoded in two
groups, according to the categories adopted by previous studies (Valkenburg et al., 2011).
Thus, the participants aged 13 or under, were classified as “early adolescents”; while
those aged 14 or above, were classified as “middle to late adolescents”. Data about coun-
try of birth were categorized in accordance with the criteria suggested by the Organiza-
tion for Economic Co-Operation and Development (2014), so that minors born in a foreign
country, and minors born in the host country to foreign-born parents were considered as
immigrants. Biological sex (0=girls; 1=Dboys), age (0=early adolescents; 1 =middle to
late adolescents), and immigrant background (0 =natives; 1 =immigrants) were coded as
dummy variables.

School Achievement
Following the procedure adopted in previous research (Niepel et al., 2014), school achieve-

ment was measured on the basis of self-reported school grades at the end of the previous
school term. For each participant, a mean score was computed on the basis of the reported
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grades in mathematics and Italian language, the two most important subjects in Italian
schools. The grades in our sample ranged from 4 to 10, with marks of > 6 indicating a sat-
isfactory level. Previous studies (e.g. Dickhduser & Plenter, 2005) have demonstrated the
adequacy of self-reported school grades as indicators of school achievement.

Peer Acceptance and Friendship

The Classmate Social Isolation Questionnaire for adolescents (CSIQ-A; Cavicchiolo et al.,
2019) was used to assess two dimensions of the relationships with classmates: Accept-
ance, which measured the self-reported number of classmates with whom participants have
good relationships at school (4 items; sample item: “How many of your classmates do you
chat with?”); and Friendship, which measured the self-reported number of classmates with
whom participants have positive relationships also outside the context of school (4 items;
sample item: “How many of your classmates do you go out with, to have some fun?”).
Responses were rated on a 5 point-Likert scale (1 =none; 2 =very few; 3 =some; 4 =many;
5=all), with higher scores indicating greater levels of perceived acceptance and friendship
with classmates. The good psychometric properties of the scale had already been demon-
strated in previous studies (Alivernini & Manganelli, 2016; Cavicchiolo et al., 2019), and
good reliability scores also emerged in our study (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79 for Acceptance
and of 0.84 for Friendship).

Bullying and Victimization

Two questionnaires about bullying and victimization (Alivernini, Manganelli et al., 2019d)
were administered to investigate different forms of bullying (verbal, physical, and rela-
tional) in the last school year, declined on the two dimensions of bullying perpetration (4
items; sample item: “This school year how often have you bullied/hassled other students
at school by teasing them?”), and victimization (4 items; sample item: “This school year
how often have other students bullied/hassled you at school by teasing you?”). The partici-
pants rated their answers on a 4-point Likert scale (1 =never; 2 =now and then; 3 = weekly;
4 =daily), with higher scores indicating more frequent bullying and victimization at school.
The two scales have showed good psychometric properties on both native and immigrant
students (Alivernini, Manganelli et al., 2019d), and their good reliability scores were also
confirmed in our sample (Bullying reached Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82 both at T1 and at T2;
Victimization obtained alpha values of 0.83 at T1 and of 0.86 at T2).

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed by using version 8.0 of the statistical modelling
software programme MPLUS (Muthén, & Muthén, 2017). Bivariate correlations and
descriptive statistics were computed for the main study variables. A set of univari-
ate analyses of variance (ANOVA) was performed on study variables to detect possi-
ble differences related to age (early vs. middle to late adolescence) and to immigrant
background (natives vs. immigrants). A structural model was then tested on the general
sample, using the Maximum Likelihood estimator. The baseline levels of peer accept-
ance and peer friendship were defined as statistical predictors of school bullying and
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victimization at T2, while controlling for their corresponding baseline levels. Biological
sex and school achievement measured at T1 were also controlled as covariates. Finally,
bullying and victimization at time 2 were set to correlate.

A first series of multigroup analyses was then conducted on the two age groups,
to ascertain the existence of possible age differences in the parameters of the model
between early and middle to late adolescence. Then, a second series of multigroup anal-
yses were conducted with immigrant background as a grouping variable, in order to ver-
ify whether the model differed between natives and immigrants. The multigroup anal-
yses were performed following a procedure suggested in previous studies (Matthews,
2017). Two versions of each model were tested: in the first version, all parameters were
allowed to vary freely between groups (early vs. middle to late adolescents; immigrants
vs. natives); in the second version, all parameters were set to be equal across groups.
Then, a »* difference test was performed in order to determine if the unconstrained
model explained the data significantly better than the totally constrained model. When a
significant difference emerged, independent Wald y? difference tests were subsequently
applied to verify which specific parameters significantly varied between groups (Kodde
& Palm, 1986). An adjusted model was finally tested, in which only the significant paths
emerged by the Wald y° tests were allowed to vary freely between groups, and this
adjusted model was compared with the more conservative constrained model.

All of the measured constructs were entered into the models as observed variables
for conserving statistical power due to our relatively small sample size. Goodness of
fit of the models was assessed with the chi-square test statistic and the following fit
indices: the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), that are
expected to be >0.90 in an acceptable model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999); as well as the
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean
Square Residual (SRMR), expected to be <0.05 in an acceptable fit (Kaplan, 2000).

Results

Descriptive statistics on the study variables are reported in Table 1. Results from
ANOVA analyses yielded a significant age difference on school achievement, F(1,
248)=21.30, p<0.001, with early adolescents reporting significantly higher school
grades (vs. middle to late adolescents). About immigrant background, significant dif-
ferences emerged on peer friendship, F(1, 248)=6.99, p=0.009, that was significantly
higher in natives (vs. immigrants), and on bullying victimization, F(1, 248)=5.02,
p=0.03, that conversely was higher for immigrants (vs. natives) (see Table 1). Bivariate
Pearson’s correlations on study variables are reported in Table 2.

The general model obtained a good fit to the data: 72 (2)=2.98, p=0.22; RMSEA =0.04;
CFI=0.99; TLI=0.96; SRMR =0.02. The results of the model explained 20.7% of vari-
ance for bullying (p<0.001), and 27.6% of variance for victimization (p <0.001). Peer
friendship negatively and significantly predicted both bullying and victimization, while
non-significant associations emerged for peer acceptance, biological sex, and school
achievement. Moreover, both bullying and victimization were predicted by their baseline
levels and were positively correlated to each other. The statistics of the model are shown in
Fig. 1.

@ Springer



Child & Youth Care Forum (2021) 50:1013-1036

1024

SO >dy 10 >d

(190) ¢t+'1 x20°S (€9°0) 09°1 (09°0) 8¢'1 ¥T'0 (09°0) 0F'1 (T9°0) ¥1'1 1 UOTBZIWNDIA T,
09°0) 6t'1 650 (15°0) SS'1 (29°0) 84’1 61°0 (FS'0) LY'T (#9°0) 0S'1 1 UOTBZIWNIIA 11,
#S°0) £€'1 SS'l Fr0) Tl (95°0) 1€'1 700 (€9°0) v€'1 (81°0) T€'1 1 Sur[ing 71,
(IS0 €€'1 IS¢ (69°0) S+'1 (S7°0) 0€'1 [4%0) (TS0) ¥€'T (Is0) el 1 Sutk[ng 1L
06°0) LL'T %669 (SL0) L¥'T (26°0) S8°C LO'E (16'0) ¥9°C (68°0) 8¢ -1 dryspusLiy 109 L
($8°0) 0L°¢ 600 (€80 €L°E (98°0) 69°¢ $8°0 (€8°0) LL'E (98°0) 99°¢ G- 1 2ouerdeooe 19 1],
(61°T) S89 €00 (TT1) 289 (81°1) 989 #+0€°1C (90°1) 2¥'9 QUL 01+ JUSUWIAASIYI® [00YIS
(@as) n (8¥T 1A (as) W @as)n (8YT 1A (@as) nw (@as) n
SIUAOSI[
eloL SEAR) SOANBN -0pY AR /APPIAN SJUQISA[OPY ATy a3uey

ordwres 1101 2y uI pue ‘sdnois jueISrwwI pue 93e Ul Sa[qeLIeA Apnjs uo sonsnels aandroseg | djqel

pringer

Qs



1025

Child & Youth Care Forum (2021) 50:1013-1036

QI09S SNONUNUOD SB PAIUD SeM Y "[00 > s 10" > Ay $GO° > . 1SAION

1 #5501 wkx OV #5061 #x%CE — #%x0€ — sl — w1 10° 0 1 uonezZiunoIA 01
1 wkxEC #k%0€ #5xSC — wxxbP — 60" — SO’ 10° 0 1.1 UOREBZIWNIIA "6
1 w5V wxL]— €0 1S 80 1 10— 71 Sulk[ng 'g
I S0 — Y0’ 80— T #4581 i 1L Suik[ng L
I #35%:0S s €C w1 — sl #5:91"— 1L diyspusiy 1934 '9
I 80 0 60’ 10° 1.1 oueydoode 193 ¢
1 10— = s [P — [ L JUSWASIYI® [OOYDS “f
I 0 — P (QueISTwI = | ‘9ARU = () SNJLIS JULISIUIW] *¢
1 100 (Rog =T ‘H1n =) X8 [ed130[01g "7
I BV 1
o1 6 8 L 9 S 14 € C 1

So[qeLIeA Apnjs UO SUOTIB[OIIOD S .UOSIBdJ QJRIIBAIY T d|qel

pringer

As



1026 Child & Youth Care Forum (2021) 50:1013-1036

The first multigroup analysis tested the possible differences in the model across
the two age groups. The first model, in which all the parameters were allowed to vary
between the two age groups, obtained an acceptable fit to the data: y* (4)=5.57, p=0.23;
RMSEA =0.05; CFI=0.99; TLI=0.94; SRMR =0.03. However, the second model, in
which all the parameters were constrained to be equal across age groups, also fitted the data
well: »* (15)=11.02, p=0.75; RMSEA =0.000; CFI=1.00; TLI=1.04; SRMR =0.06.
The Chi-square difference test conducted on the two models showed that the unconstrained
model was not significantly different from the totally constrained model, Ay*(11)=5.45,
p=0.90, indicating that the model parameters did not vary between the age groups.

The second multi-group analysis was conducted allowing all the parameters to vary
between the groups of natives and immigrants, and a good fit to the data was obtained:
7 4)=2.37, p=0.67; RMSEA=0.000; CFI=1.00; TLI=1.06; SRMR =0.02. Another
model was then tested constraining all the parameters to be equal across immigrant and
native groups, but the fit to the data was worse: )(2 (15)=24.29, p=0.06; RMSEA =0.07;
CFI=0.95; TLI=0.91; SRMR=0.09. The subsequent Chi-square comparison showed
that constraining the model’s parameters significantly worsened the fit indexes: Ay’
(11)=21.92, p=0.02. Then, separate Wald 4 tests were conducted in order to verify which
specific parameters significantly differed across the groups. The path from school achieve-
ment to victimization, Wald ;{2 (1)=5.59, p=0.02, and the path from the baseline victim-
ization level to victimization, Wald y* (1)=4.22, p=0.04, turned out to be significantly
different between immigrants and natives. The path from peer acceptance to bullying also
approached significance, Wald 4 (1)=3.25, p=0.07. Thus, an adjusted model was tested
in which only the three above-mentioned parameters were allowed to vary freely across
the groups. This model obtained an excellent fit: )(2 (12)=8.82, p=0.71; RMSEA =0.000;
CFI=1.00; TLI=1.04; SRMR =0.05, and described the data significantly better than the
totally constrained model: Ay? (2)=15.47, p=0.001.

The final adjusted model accounted for 16.1% of variance for bullying (p <0.001) and
25.7% of variance for victimization (p <0.001) in the native group, while in the immigrant
group the explained variance was 34% for bullying (p <0.001), and 47.3% for victimization

| Baseline bullying T1

| Biological sex

Bullying T2

'37** *
Peer Acceptance T1

"T==->| Victimization T2

Peer Friendship T1

Baseline victimization T1

Fig. 1 General model. Notes: Parameters estimates are standardized. Dashed lines represent non-significant
relationships. * p <.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001
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(»<0.001). The results indicated that peer acceptance was a positive predictor of bullying
for natives (beta=0.15, p=0.04), but not for immigrants (beta=-0.05, p=0.68), whereas
school achievement negatively predicted victimization among natives (beta=-0.14,
p=0.02) but not among immigrants (beta=0.09, p=0.37). Moreover, the baseline level of
victimization positively predicted victimization at T2 in both groups, but the weight of this
relation was significantly stronger for immigrants (beta=0.61, p<0.001) than for natives
(beta=0.35, p<0.001). In both groups, peer friendship negatively predicted bullying and
victimization, controlling for the effects of the corresponding baseline levels, and of bio-
logical sex and school achievement. Finally, bullying and victimization were positively
correlated in both groups. The results of the adjusted model are presented in Fig. 2.

Discussion

The present study examined the prospective relationships of peer acceptance and friend-
ship with bullying and victimization at school in a population of very-low-income native
and immigrant adolescents. Very-low-income minors constitute a high-risk group for bul-
lying and victimization (Tippett & Wolke, 2014), and may specifically benefit from peer
relationships at school, due to their lack of familial resources (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016).
However, very few studies have focused exclusively on the very-low-income population,
due to the difficulties in reaching these students in longitudinal research, and the precise
effects of poverty on bullying are still unclear (Tippett & Wolke, 2014). Thus, our study is
the first attempt to identify which particular bullying patterns may characterize the popula-
tion of very-low-income adolescents. To our knowledge, this is also the first study to distin-
guish the different contributions of acceptance and friendship in their prospective associa-
tions with bullying dynamics, and to hypothesize specific patterns for immigrant students.
Our results showed that peer friendship, but not peer acceptance, negatively predicted
both bullying and victimization at school in native as well as immigrant very-low-income

| Baseline bullying T1

Biological sex ~ FIz---___

School achievement T1

Bullying T2

53k

Peer Acceptance T1 (35%%%)

Victimization T2

_15%* -19%%) —

Peer Friendship T1

gk

6\***(3

Baseline victimization T1

Fig.2 Multi-group adjusted model for immigrants and natives. Notes: Parameters estimates are standard-
ized. Estimates for natives are reported in brackets, estimates for immigrants are outside brackets. Dashed
lines represent non-significant relationships. * p <.05; ** p<.01; *** p <.001
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students. Our findings provide support for the friendship protection hypothesis (Boulton
et al.,, 1999; Kendrick et al., 2012), suggesting that very-low-income adolescents ben-
efit particularly from friendships with their classmates, which reduce not only the likeli-
hood of being victimized at school, but also that of enacting bullying behaviors against
their peers. According to previous findings (Antonopoulou et al., 2019), supportive and
reciprocal friendships are crucially important for psychosocial adjustment during ado-
lescence. The quality of friendship may prevent both victimization and bullying in early
adolescents (Kendrick et al., 2012; Kochel et al., 2015). Our study has confirmed these
data and expanded them to the specific population of very-low-income adolescents, shed-
ding a first light on the positive effects of peer friendship within this vulnerable group.
Minors living in very disadvantaged families are more likely to be deprived of parental
support (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016; Conger et al., 2010), and so the role of their peers could
be more important for their positive adjustment, in comparison with less disadvantaged
students, constituting one of their few sources of social support. The positive effects of
reciprocal friendships on self-esteem, self-confidence, and relational competence (Anto-
nopoulou et al., 2019) could help very-low-income students to become more effective and
cooperative in their social relationships, making them less prone to be victims, and less
likely to enact bullying behaviors, despite the vulnerability deriving from their family envi-
ronments. Moreover, having several friends in the classroom may discourage bullies from
attacking these students, since they could be defended by their peers (Veenstra et al., 2010).
These adolescents can also be more focused on their friendships—more highly valued due
to the low emotional support they experience in their families—and can be less interested
in attaining group achievement goals (Bardach et al., 2020), thereby consistently reducing
their bullying behaviors.

On the other hand, we found no support for the hypothesis that acceptance might play
a protective role against bullying and victimization. There have been contrasting results in
the literature on the role of peer acceptance (Kochel et al., 2015; Mapes et al., 2020; Pou-
wels et al., 2016), and our findings suggest that, considering the simultaneous effects of
acceptance and friendship, it is friendship that explains the greater variability in bullying
dynamics. Peer acceptance by itself turned out to be ineffective in protecting very-low-
income students from victimization and bullying behaviors at school. However, this could
be a very specific pattern for very-low-income minors, since the overall impact of poverty
could annul the positive effects of peer acceptance, that we would expect in the general
population (Cook et al., 2010). In the case of severe social disadvantage and unsupport-
ive family environments, mere acceptance at school might be insufficient to protect these
minors from negative outcomes, whereas the deep emotional ties that characterize friend-
ships could be an important relational resource during the adolescent development.

Conversely, the peer acceptance at school emerged as a positive predictor for school
bullying only in native, but not in immigrant students. This effect seems to be in line
with the studies on social dominance of bullies (Reijntjes et al., 2016), who can be
oriented towards gaining a dominant status in the peer group through their aggressive
behavior. Our model suggests that native bullies are characterized by high levels of
peer acceptance, but low levels of friendship, a result that supports previous studies,
according to which bullies are very popular but not really liked by their schoolmates
(Pouwels, et al., 2016). Our findings also indicate that peer acceptance is not such a
significant factor for immigrant students, who are not likely to bully others as an affir-
mation of their status among their peers. As suggested by the very limited evidence on
bullying among immigrant minorities (Albdour & Krouse, 2014; Fandrem et al., 2009;
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Strohmeier et al., 2012), these minors tend to enact bullying as a reaction to perceived
social exclusion, rather than to affirm their dominance among their peers.

As regard school achievement, our findings indicate that school marks are nega-
tively related to victimization at school in native very-low-income students, but not in
immigrants. This evidence can be interpreted in accordance with previous literature on
the association between suffering victimization and having low academic performance
(Ripski & Gregory, 2009). Our findings suggest that low school achievement could be
an additional factor of vulnerability for very-low-income natives: low school grades
may be indicators of cognitive or learning difficulties, or other general conditions of
vulnerability, which can prompt aggressions by bullies. However, this did not apply to
immigrants in our study, who had a very specific pattern of victimization, regardless of
their levels of academic achievement. As suggested by other studies on racial bullying
(Caravita et al., 2020; Palladino et al., 2020), immigrant students are victimized spe-
cifically for their ethnic diversity, rather than for other factors of vulnerability.

Biological sex, controlled for in our model, was not a significant predictor of bul-
lying and victimization. Previous research has suggested that gender and biological
sex differences in bullying depend on a range of contextual factors (Espelage et al.,
2004). However, the overall effect of poverty in our sample may have cancelled out the
differences related to biological sex which were present in studies on the general popu-
lation (Cook et al., 2010). As regard age, previous studies (Hymel & Swearer, 2015;
Scheithauer et al., 2006) have suggested that school bullying peaks during middle
school and then decrease during high school years, but our findings have added to the
literature by indicating that the relationships of peer acceptance and friendship with
bullying and victimization did not vary with age, showing the same patterns both in
early and in middle to late adolescents. This result could however be due to the overall
effect of poverty, that provides our sample with a very specific functioning which not
appear to vary during development.

As regards persistence, as we expected, both bullying and victimization were posi-
tively predicted by their prior baseline levels. However, our findings indicated that the
persistence of victimization through time was significantly stronger—almost double—
for immigrants than for natives, suggesting that immigrant students are more at risk
of being subject to long-term dynamics of victimization at school, with detrimental
effects on their wellbeing and school adjustment.

Finally, our results showed that bullying and victimization were positively related to
each other, with moderate to large correlations, both in native and immigrant very-low-
income students. Within the group of very-low-income students, bullying and victimi-
zation behaviors appear to overlap to some extent, and they could therefore be consid-
ered as two closely related facets of a same phenomenon in this population.

Limitations and Conclusions

The present study shed light on the protective role of peer relationships at school for
very-low-income adolescents, disentangling the two different effects of peer acceptance
and friendship. Friendship with classmates turned out to contrast the development of
bullying perpetration and victimization over time, both in immigrant and in native stu-
dents, and across different age groups. Peer acceptance at school instead was not related
with victimization in very-low-income minors but, only for native students, it was a
risk factor increasing bullying behaviors. Moreover, low school achievement was a risk
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factor for victimization only for native students. Finally, for immigrant adolescents, vic-
timization was significantly more likely to persist over time in comparison to natives.

This study is not exempt by some limitations: first, our data was collected in Italy,
a very interesting country for studying the immigrant development, due to its stead-
ily increasing population of immigrant minors (ISMU, 2020). Nevertheless, further
research will need to be conducted in order to generalize our findings to other cultural
contexts. Second, the usual limitations of observational studies apply to our findings,
and great caution should be made in interpreting the model parameters causally, even
though we adopted a two-wave design. Third, our sample size is not large in reason of
the difficulty to contact such a specific population in long-term studies, and immigrant
participants are the 19% of the total sample, as expectable in line with the overall per-
centage of immigrant students in Italian schools (ISMU, 2020; MIUR, 2019). Therefore
our sample constitutes a good representation of the very-low-income immigrant and
native adolescents in Italy, however future studies would be desirable to replicate our
findings, in order to overcome the limitations of necessary small sample sizes.

Despite these limits, our study is an innovative contribution to the field of research
on bullying in vulnerable populations, as it is one of the first studies to simultaneously
explore the effects of classmate acceptance and friendship in the development of bully-
ing dynamics, in very-low-income native and immigrant adolescents. It is particularly
important to study the possible protective role of peer relationships in very-low-income
adolescents, due to the lack of support for these minors in their family environments.
Our findings thus provide specific suggestions for prevention, education and further
research. Future developments of our research should explore the quality and character-
istics of peer relationships which can specifically protect very-low-income minors. For
example, it would be worth to investigate if having same-sex or other-sex friendships
can make the difference. It would be also important to understand if inter-ethnic and
intra-ethnic friendships in the class group can have different roles in preventing bullying
and victimization for immigrants, rather than for natives. Our results should hopefully
be confirmed in longitudinal researches, aimed to explore the possible long-term stabil-
ity of the significant patterns emerged.

Regarding prevention and intervention, most anti-bullying programs adopt the methods
of peer mentoring and peer support to actively contrast bullying incidents at school (Cowie,
2011; Tzani-Pepelasi et al., 2019), but our findings can provide new insights to strengthen
anti-bullying programs, by encouraging and actively building friendship networks in the
school context, in which specifically including most vulnerable individuals, such as immi-
grant and very-low-income students. Moreover, our results provide evidence for the greater
vulnerability of immigrant students to long-lasting dynamics of victimization, suggesting
that victimized immigrant minors require specific attention by teachers and professionals,
and should be supported with specially targeted interventions.
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