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Abstract  

European studies tend to find support for the notion that immigrant adolescents have an 

increased risk for externalizing behaviour, which might be explained by perceived 

discrimination (PD). Moreover, few studies have assessed whether components of school 

climate works as a protective factor against this increased risk. The aim of this cross-sectional 

study was to investigate whether perceived discrimination (PD) explained the association 

positive between migration background (MG) and externalizing behaviours, and whether 

higher levels of components of school climate worked as a protective factor in the association 

between MG and externalizing behaviours. Dutch data of the HBSC study (2018) was used to 

conduct the analyses ( N = 8980). The results from linear regressions showed that the impact 

of MG on externalizing problem behaviours was explained by higher levels of PD, except for 

the association with hyperactivity. Results from hierarchical multiple linear regressions 

showed that the components of school climate did not works as a buffer in the association 

between MG and the externalizing behaviours, except for classmate support, which weakened 

the association. These findings highlight the importance of addressing perceived 

discrimination in future school based interventions.  

 Keywords: immigration, adolescents, externalizing behaviours, perceived 

discrimination,, school climate 
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The mediating effect of perceived discrimination and the moderating effect of school climate 

on the association between migration background and externalizing problem behaviours 

The Netherlands has been ethnically and culturally diverse for a couple of decades, as 

per January 1st, 2020, 24.3% of the population has a migration background (CBS, 2020). A 

majority of them are people with a non-Western migration background, with the biggest four 

groups being from Moroccan, Turkish, Suriname, and Antillean descent. In the latest Dutch 

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) report (Stevens et al., 2018), adolescents 

with a non-Western migration background report more externalizing problem behaviours, 

such as aggression, lying, fighting, and stealing, compared to their peers without a migration 

background. Past research shows evidence of greater engagement in externalizing problem 

behaviours being related to perceived ethnic discrimination (e.g. Benner et al., 2018; Coker et 

al., 2009). This association might explain the migration background – externalizing problem 

behaviours link, considering Dutch adolescents with a non-Western migration background 

also report higher levels of perceived discrimination (Stevens et al., 2018). However, as 

adolescents spend a substantial amount of their time at school, it is highly likely school 

related factors influence externalizing problem behaviours. The school environment has been 

recognized as, besides being an academic learning context, also a crucial place for social, 

cognitive, and behavioural development (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009; 

Wilson, 2004). For instance, high quality of interactions between and among the members of 

the school environment may serve as a protective factor against engaging in violent 

behaviours (Brookmeyer, 2006), To my knowledge, few empirical works have explored how 

school related factors such as school climate are associated with the relation between 

migration background and externalizing behaviours, despite the acknowledgment of the 

importance of the school context.  

Considering externalizing problem behaviours during adolescence can have negative 

consequences later in life, such as education under attainment, difficulties with works, and 

greater risk for adult psychopathology (Fergusson & Horwood, 1998; Narusyte, Ropponen, 

Alexanderson, & Svedberg, 2017; Reef, Van Meurs, Verheulst, & Van der Ende, 2010), it is 

important to gain more understanding of the mechanism and the conditions, for future 

interventions to be more effective. Therefore, this study extends existing literature by 

investigating whether perceived discrimination explains the association between migration 

background and externalizing problem behaviours, and whether school climate functions as a 

buffer in the migration background – externalizing problem behaviours link.    
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Immigration and externalizing problem behaviours  

  Literature on the relationship between immigration and behavioural problems 

suggests two perspectives: a risk and resilience perspective. The risk perspective argues that 

immigrant adolescents are at an increased risk of mental health problems compared to their 

native peers due to stress caused by different factors. For instance, the migration process, 

which may include coping with the loss of friend and family, and adapting to a new cultural 

environment (Guarnaccia & Lopez, 1998), or the experience of discrimination and prejudice 

in the host country, which can produce heightened stress responses, affecting the mental and 

physical health (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Schmitt, Postmes, Branscombe, & Garcia, 

2014; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). The resilience perspective on the other hand argues 

that immigrant adolescents are at a decreased risk of mental health problems, a phenomenon 

referred to as the ‘immigrant paradox’ (García Coll & Marks, 2012), which might be 

explained by strong social networks and norms within the ethnic group that disapprove of 

problem behaviours working as a buffer (Vaughn, Salas-Wright, Delisi, & Maynard, 2014), 

Yet, this paradox has been more prominent in first-generation immigrants, as evidence 

suggests second-generation immigrants seem not to have this health advantage (Chun & 

Mobley, 2014). Unlike many first-generation immigrants, they participate into the host 

society from the first stages of their lives, in which for instance perceiving discrimination is 

more psychological distressing than during adulthood (Lee & Ahn, 2013; Schmitt et al., 

2014). In general, European studies tend to find support for the notion that immigrant 

adolescents are at an increased risk for externalizing problem behaviours (Dimitrova, 

Chasiotis & Van De Vijver, 2016; Duinhof, Smid, Vollebergh, & Stevens, 2020; Stevens et 

al., 2015).  

Perceived discrimination and externalizing problem behaviours 

As mentioned before, perceived discrimination is considered a factor that can produce 

heightened stress responses, perhaps even more during childhood and adolescence. This might 

be due to the implication that an important part of the identity, in this case being an 

immigrant, is being rejected (Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002), but that also the fulfilment of the 

basic need to belong is being undermined (Wirth & Williams, 2009). Theory suggests that 

these stress responses can be followed by maladaptive coping strategies that lead to for 

example aggressive behaviour aggression (Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999). For 

instance, a cross-sectional study by Border and Liang (2011) suggested that the maladaptive 
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coping strategy angry rumination, which is the tendency to passively linger on negative 

feelings and problems, partially explained to relation between perceived discrimination and 

aggressive behaviour. Over time, the link between perceived discrimination and externalizing 

problem behaviours has become more established (e.g. Brody et al., 2006; Tobler et al., 2013; 

Simons, Chen, Stewart, & Brody, 2003; Simons et al., 2006). To illustrate, a study by Tobler 

et al. (2013) showed that even occasionally experiencing ethnic discrimination is associated 

with an increased risk for behavioural problems such as physical aggression. A longitudinal 

study by Simons et al. (2003) found causal links between perceived discrimination and 

delinquent behaviour later in time among a sample of African-American adolescents. So far, 

studies conducted in a European context has been done less compared to the United States, 

however findings also suggest similar associations between perceived discrimination and 

externalizing problem behaviours (e.g. Bayram Özdemir, Özdemir, & Stattin, 2019; Maes, 

Stevens, & Verkuijten, 2014). Based on the discussed theories and empirical findings, it can 

be expected that perceived discrimination mediates the relationship between migration 

background and externalizing problem behaviours.  

School climate and externalizing problem behaviours 

So far, a factor that has been researched less in relation to immigrant adolescents and 

externalizing problem behaviours is school climate. It can be defined in four different ways: 

academic, community, safety, and institutional environment (Wang & Degol, 2016). The 

academic climate focuses on the quality of the academic atmosphere, community stresses the 

quality of interpersonal relationships within school, safety refers to the degree of physical and 

emotional security, and institutional environment indicates the organizational features of the 

school. The social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) posits that behaviours such as delinquency 

are inhibited by the strong social bonds one has. Thus, a strong social connection with the 

school, teachers and fellow peers may decrease the likelihood of problem behaviour. Past 

research shows evidence of school community functioning as a buffer against externalizing 

problem behaviours. Schools characterized by supportive student-student relationships and 

student-teacher relationships are associated with lower levels of aggression and delinquency 

(Battistich & Hom, 1997; Brookmeyer, 2006; Elsaesser, Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2013; 

Henry, Farrell, Schoeny, Tolan, & Dymnicki, 2011; Payne, 2009).  

School climate may increase immigrant adolescents’ risk or serve as a protective 

factor (Schachner, Juang, Moffitt, & Van de Vijver, 2018). Among immigrant youngsters, 
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positive teacher-student relationships have been linked to psychological outcomes such as 

higher self-esteem (Agirdag, Van Houtte, & Van Avermaet, 2012), more positive attitudes 

towards the majority group (Thijs & Verkuyten, 2012), and supportive peers relations has 

been linked to their academic achievement in the US (Lee & Lee, 2016). Studies on the role 

of the school climate dimension community on immigrant adolescents’ externalizing problem 

behaviours are scarce. For instance, a study conducted by Walsh, Harel-Fisch, & Fogel-

Grinvald (2010) in Israel suggested that teacher support might be an important predictor of 

risky behaviours such as smoking and drinking of immigrant youth. Unfortunately, 

behaviours such as aggression and bullying were not included in the study. Another cross-

sectional study by Titzmann, Raabe, & Silbereisen (2008), which only included male 

adolescents, showed that school connectedness works as a protective factor against 

delinquency for immigrant adolescents, however not for newly arrived immigrants. Despite 

limited empirical evidence, factors such as school connectedness, teacher support and 

classmate support may work as a protective factor against externalizing problem behaviours 

based on the theoretical substantiation and related past research.  

Current study 

 This study aimed to examine the mediating effect of perceived discrimination and the 

moderating effect of school connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support in the 

relationship between adolescents with a migration background and the following indicators of 

externalizing problem behaviours: conduct problems, hyperactivity, fighting, and bullying 

(Figure 1). Based on the existing literature, it is hypothesized that perceived discrimination 

mediates the positive relationship between migration background and externalizing problem 

behaviours (H1). In addition, it is hypothesized that school connectedness, teacher support, 

and classmate support negatively moderate the association between migration background and 

externalizing problem behaviours (H2).  
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Figure 1. Research model 

 

Method 

Participants 

 Dutch data from the 2017 WHO Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) 

cross-national study was used in the current study. The participants in the age group 11 to 16 

years from the final grade of primary school, and secondary school were recruited through a 

two-stage random cluster sampling procedure to ensure a nationally representative sample. A 

sample of schools all over the Netherlands was randomly drawn, then stratified according to 

urbanization level. Each participating school was asked to provide a list of all classes, and 

depending on school size, 3-5 classes were randomly selected. The response rates of primary 

schools and secondary schools were respectively 39% and 37%, and adolescent response rate 

was above 92%. The self-report questionnaires were digitally administered in the classroom, 

and participants were informed about their data being kept anonymous. The sample consisted 

of 8980 students from primary and secondary schools, with a mean age of 13.62 (SD = 1.92), 

and 48.9% boys and 51.1% girls. Furthermore, the sample consisted of 16.1% students with a 

non-Western migration background, while the rest were native students. Students with a 

Western migration background were not included in the data analyses.  

Instruments   
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 Conduct problems. The dependent variable conduct problems was measured by the 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, Meltzer & Bailey, 1998), in which 

students report about their behaviour and feelings of the last six months. Conduct problems 

was measured by five statements which students answered to what degree they are true on a 

3-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not true) till 3 (certainly true). An example of a 

statement, ‘I am often accused of lying or cheating’. The sum of the items gave a score 

between 0-10. The higher the score, the higher the levels of conduct problems. The scale had 

a low internal consistency ( α = .44), which was consistent with past research (Duinhof, 

Stevens, van Dorsselaer, Monshouwer, & Vollebergh, 2015) 

 Hyperactivity. The dependent variable hyperactivity was also measured by the SDQ 

(Goodman, Meltzer & Bailey, 1998). The hyperactivity scale also contained five statement 

which students answered on a 3-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not true) till 3 (certainly 

true). An example of a statement, ‘I am restless, I cannot stay still for long’. The sum of the 

items give a score between 0-10, the higher the score, the higher the levels of hyperactivity. 

The scale had an acceptable internal consistency (α = .70), which was in line with past 

research (Duinhof et al., 2015).  

 Fighting. The dependent variable fighting was measured by the question: ‘During the 

past 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight?’ It was answered on a 5-point 

Likert scale, ranging from 1 (I have not been in a physical fight in the past 12 months) till 5 (4 

times or more). A higher score indicated a higher level of engaging in fighting. 

 Bullying. The dependent variable bullying was measured by the question: ‘How often 

have you taken part in bullying another person(s) at school in the past couple of months?’ It 

was answered on 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 ( I have not bullied another person(s) at 

school on the past couple months) till 5 (several times a week). The higher the score, the more 

someone engages in bullying.  

Migration background. Migration background was measured by two questions: ‘In 

which country were you born’ and ‘In which country were your father and mother born?’. 

Answer options contained the following: Dutch, Morocco, Turkey, Suriname, Germany, 

Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, St Eustatius, St Maarten, or another country (fill out). Based 

on the CBS (2020) criteria, a student has a migration background when at least one of the 

parents was not born in the Netherlands, regardless of the student’s place of birth. In case the 

student was born in the Netherlands and both parents were born abroad, then the mother’s 
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place of birth determines the exact migration background. In line with this criteria, Dutch 

students were categorized as native students (coded 0) and Moroccan, Turkish, Surinamese, 

Antillean, and other non-Western students were categorized as having a non-Western 

migration background (coded 1). German, other Western, and Western rich were categorized 

as having a Western migration background, however this category was not included in the 

analyses as this group was not substantial enough to conduct analyses with.  

School connectedness. The variable school connectedness was measured by the 

question: ‘What do you think of school right now?’, with the answer possibilities ranging 

from 1 ( I like it a lot) till 4 (I do not like it at all). After recoding the item, a higher score 

meant a higher school connectedness.  

 Teacher support. Teacher support was measured by the Teacher and Classmate 

Support Scale (Torsheim, Wold & Samdal, 2000). The teacher support subscale was 

composed of three items. An example is ‘I feel that my teachers accept me as I am.’ The 

answer possibilities ranged from 1 (strongly agree) till 5 (strongly disagree). The subscale 

score was calculated by taking a mean of all three items. After recoding the items, a higher 

score indicated higher levels of perceived teacher support. The scale’s internal consistency 

was satisfactory (α = .86), which was in line with previous studies (Stevens, Boer, Titzmann, 

Cosma, & Walsh, 2020). 

 Classmate support. Classmate support was also measured by the Teacher and 

Classmate Support Scale (Torsheim, Wold & Samdal, 2000). The classmate support subscale 

consisted of three items, with answer possibilities ranging from 1 (strongly agree) till 5 

(strongly disagree). An example question ‘Other students accept me as I am.’ A mean score of 

all three items was computed. After recoding the items, a higher score indicated higher 

perceived classmate support. The Cronbach’s alfa was .81, this was consistent with past 

research (Stevens et al., 2020) 

 Perceived discrimination. The variable perceived discrimination was measured by the 

shortened version of the questionnaire developed by Phinney, Madden and Santos (1998). The 

following question: ‘How often do the following people treat you unfairly or negatively 

because of where you, your parents or grandparents were born?’ was asked on three items, 

which could be answered a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) till 5 (very often). The 

items indicated  ‘the following people’, which were teachers, other adults of school, and 
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pupils at school. A higher score indicated higher levels of perceived discrimination. The scale 

had a good internal consistency (α = .81).  

Control variables. Age, gender, family affluence, family composition, education level, 

and urbanization were added as control variables.   

Data analysis 

 Prior to running the analyses in IBM SPSS (version 24), initial data checks were done. 

Variables beyond the maximum of the scales were inspected with frequency tables. Normal 

distributions of the dependent variables were deemed acceptable by visual inspection. Outliers 

were visually inspected with boxplots, but due to the large sample size ( N = 8980), none of 

them were removed. To compare means and standard deviations on the study variables of 

native and non-Western immigrant students, independent t-tests were conducted. A 

correlation matrix with the study control variables was made to inspect associations between 

control variables and dependent and independent variables.  

The mediation analyses were performed as recommended by Baron & Kenny (1986), 

by first running a regression to predict the dependent variable from migration background, 

which corresponds to path coefficient c. This was followed by running a regression to predict 

the mediating variable perceived discrimination from migration background, (path coefficient 

a), and finally running a regression to predict the dependent variable from both perceived 

discrimination (path coefficient b) and migration background (path coefficient c’). There was 

mediation when both path coefficient a and b were significant and path coefficient c’ became 

insignificant or smaller in absolute value, but remained significant. In case of (partial) 

mediation, a Sobel test (1982) was conducted to determine a significant difference between  c 

and c’. For the moderation analyses, hierarchical multiple linear regressions were conducted. 

Preliminary data screening did not suggest problems with assumptions of normality and 

linearity. Interaction terms between migration background and school connectedness, teacher 

support, and classmate support were created beforehand. At Step 1, migration background 

entered as a independent variable, followed by the control variables at Step 2. School 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support were entered at Step 3, while the 

interaction terms were entered at Step 4.  

 

 



PERCEIVED DISCRIMINATION AND SCHOOL CLIMATE 
  11 
 

Results 

Descriptives 

As can be seen in Table 1, independent sample t-tests showed significant differences 

between students without a migration background (the native group) and students with a non-

Western migration background on all but one variable, which was school connectedness. 

Native students indicated higher levels of hyperactivity, teacher support, and classmate 

support, while students with a non-Western migration background indicated higher levels of 

conduct problems, fighting, bullying, and perceived discrimination.  

 

A correlation analysis was conducted to explore the associations between the 

dependent, independent, and control variables (see Table 2). In line with the previous, 

migration background showed significant correlations with almost all of the other variables, 

except for age. Students with a non-Western migration background indicated lower family 

affluence, have more often non-intact families, have a lower education level, and live more 

often in less urbanized areas. As seen in Table 2, there were significant correlations between 

the dependent variables and control variables. For instance, higher levels of conduct 

problems, hyperactivity, bullying, and fighting were more related to boys, students from non-

Table 1 

Means (Standard Deviations) and Independent Samples t-test Results of Study Variables 

Variables  Migration background Total Tests of significant differences 

 Native Non-Western   

Conduct problems 1.77 (1.46) 2.13 (1.60) 1.84 (1.49) t(1946.08) = -7.77* 

Hyperactivity 4.19 (2.37) 3.65 (2.27) 4.11 (2.37) t(2108.71) = 8.17* 

Fighting  1.46 (.97) 1.67 (1.14) 1.49 (.99) t(1850.90) = -6.46* 

Bullying  1.08 (.30) 1.14 (.44) 1.09 (.33) t(1703.09) = -4.67* 

Perceived 

discrimination 

1.09 (.37) 1.49 (.76) 1.16 (.48) t(1545.40) = -19.37* 

Teacher support 3.84 (.83) 3.71 (.99) 3.81 (.86) t(1834.35) = 4.54* 

Classmate support 4.06 (.68) 4.01 (.78) 4.04 (.70) t(1878.41) = 2.09* 

School connectedness  3.98 (.82) 3.93 (.91) 4.00 (.84) t(1913.81) = 1.87 

Note. *p< .001 
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intact families, and students with a lower education level. Perceived discrimination was more 

often related to older student, girls, students from non-intact families, students with a lower 

family affluence, and students from less urbanized areas. School connectedness, teacher 

support and classmate support also showed significant correlations with the control variables 

(Table 2). Based on these results, all the control variables were kept in further analyses. 

Lastly, higher levels of dependent variables were associated with lower levels of school 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support, while higher levels of conduct 

problems, hyperactivity, bullying, and fighting were associated with higher levels of 

perceived discrimination.  

Table 2 

Pearson and Spearman Correlation Matrix Study Variables and Control Variables 
Variable  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. Migration 
backgrounda 

1.00               

2. SDQ 
Conduct 
problems 

.09** 1.00              

3. SDQ 
Hyperactivity 

-.09** .16** 1.00             

4. Bullying .05** .25** .11** 1.00            
5. Fighting .08** ,34** .16** .24** 1.00           
6. Teacher 
support 

-.04** -.20** -.21** -.09** -.11** 1.00          

7. Classmate  
support 

-.01 -.15** -.12** -.06** -.07** .45** 1.00         

8. Perceived 
discrimination 

.37** .24** .09** .18** .19** -.19** -.13** 1.00        

9. School 
connectedness 

-.01 -.20** -.21** -.10** -.12** .39** .28** -.14** 1.00       

10. Age .00 -.04* .01 -.11* -.11* -.26** -.12** .03** -.28** 1.00      
11. Genderb .02* -.10* -.02* -.26* -.26* -.01* -.01 -.06** .08** .08** 1.00     
12. Family 
affluence 

-.18* -.04* .02* -.02 .00 .00 .08** -.07** -.00 -.02 -.06** 1.00    

13. Family 
compositionc 

-.08* -.08** -.08** -.04** -.06** .05** .06** -.07** .06** -.05** -.01 .15** 1.00   

14. Education 
level 

-.07* -.21* -.16* -.11* -.16* -.04** .09** -.13** .00 .16** .02 .22** .15** 1.00  

15. 
Urbanization  

-.31* -.04* .01 -.02* -.04* .04** .04** -.11** .02 -.01 -.01 .05** .06** -.07** 1.00 

Note. *p< .05, **p< .001. a Native students were the reference group. b Boys were the reference group. c Incomplete families were 

the reference group.  

 

The direct effect of migration background on conduct problems, hyperactivity, bullying, 

and fighting. 
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 To test whether perceived discrimination mediated the relationship between migration 

background and externalizing problem behaviours, a series of linear regression analyses were 

run as recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). Non-Western immigrant adolescents 

reported significantly higher levels of conduct problems, bullying, and fighting, but lower 

levels of hyperactivity compared to native students, as seen in Table 3. Second, non-Western 

immigrant adolescents reported higher levels of perceived discrimination (a = .41, t (6825) = 

26.16, p < .001) compared to native students. 

 

The indirect effect of migration background on conduct problems, hyperactivity, 

bullying, and fighting through perceived discrimination.   

As seen in Table 3, higher levels of perceived discrimination was predictive of higher 

levels of conduct problems when controlling for migration background. The direct effect of 

migration background became insignificant when controlling for perceived discrimination. 

This indicated a complete mediation, and a Sobel test (1982) determined a significant 

difference between the c and c’ (z = 13.31, p < .001). Perceived discrimination completely 

mediated the relationship between migration background and conduct problems. Perceived 

discrimination was positively predictive of higher levels of hyperactivity when controlling for 

migration background. The direct negative effect of migration background on hyperactivity 

remained significant, and even showed a stronger effect, see Figure 2. Perceived 

discrimination did not mediate the association between migration background and 

hyperactivity. However, accounting for perceived discrimination led to even lower levels of 

hyperactivity among non-Western immigrant adolescents. Higher levels of perceived 

Table 3    

Mediation Analysis Results, with Migration background as the IV and Perceived Discrimination as the Mediator 

Dependent variable 
(DV) 

Coefficient between IV and 

DV, without inclusion of the 

mediator (path c) 

Coefficient between the 

mediator and DV, with 

inclusion of IV (path b) 

Coefficient between IV 

and DV, with inclusion of 

mediator (path c’) 

Conduct problems .33* .70* .05 

Hyperactivity  -.58* .52* -.79* 

Fighting  .19* .11* .00 

Bullying  .05* .36* .04 

Note. *p < .001. IV = independent variable. All reported values are unstandardized coefficients.  
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discrimination was related to higher levels of bullying when controlling for migration 

background. Simultaneously, the direct effect of migration background on bullying became 

insignificant, indicating a complete mediation. The Sobel test (1982) confirmed a significant 

difference between c and c’ (z = 9.69, p < .001). Perceived discrimination completely 

mediated the relationship between migration background and bullying. Finally, perceived 

discrimination was positively predictive of fighting and completely mediated the effect of 

migration background on fighting, as this effect became insignificant. According to the Sobel 

test (1982), the difference between c and c’ was significant (z = 10.36, p < .001). Perceived 

discrimination completely mediated the association between migration background and 

fighting. See Figure 2 for the effect sizes of the regressions.  
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Figure 2. Illustration of mediation models with standardized regression coefficients for the 

relationship between migration background and conduct problems, hyperactivity, bullying, 

and fighting as mediated by perceived discrimination. 

Note. *p<.05, **p<.001 

 

The effect of migration background on externalizing problem behaviours moderated by 

school connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support.  

Hierarchical multiple linear regression was used to assess whether school 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support negatively moderated the relationship 

between migration background and conduct problems, hyperactivity, fighting, and bullying. 

Firstly, linear regressions were run for conduct problems (Table 4). In Model 1, non-Western 

migration background was significantly related to higher levels of conduct problems, and 1% 

of the variance in conduct problems was explained (F (1, 6814) = 63.94, p < .001. The control 

variables in Model 2 increased the explained variance in conduct problems to 6% (R squared 

change = .05, F (7, 6808) = 65.08, p < .001). In Model 3, higher levels of school 

connectedness and teacher support were predictive of lower levels of conduct problems, and 

explained variance increased to 12.5% (R squared change = .06, F (10, 6805) = 97.08, p < 

.001). The interaction terms in model 4 were not significant and no additional variance was 

explained. School connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support did not moderate the 

association between migration background and conduct problems.  

Table 4             

Summary of Linear Regression Analysis for Conduct problems as Dependent Variable 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable  B SE β B SE β B SE β B SE β 

Migration backgrounda  .39 .05 .10** .33 .05 .08** .28 .05 .07** .27 .05 .07** 

Age    -.03 .01 -.03* -.08 .01 -.09** -.08 .01 -.09** 
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The second linear regression analysis was for hyperactivity (Table 5). Non-Western 

immigrant youngsters reported lower levels of hyperactivity than native youngsters in Model 

1, which also had an explained variance of 1% (F (1, 6813) = 40.46, p < .001). In Model 2, 

the control variables increased the explained variance in hyperactivity to 4% (R squared 

change = .04, F (7, 6807) = 232.18, p < .001). In Model 3, higher levels of school 

connectedness and teacher support were predictive of lower levels of hyperactivity, and the 

explained variance increased to 11%, R squared change = .08, F(11, 6803) = 384.98, p < .001. 

The interaction terms in Model 4 were not significant and did not result into additional 

explained variance in hyperactivity. School connectedness, teacher support, and classmate 

support did not moderate the association between migration background and hyperactivity. 

Genderb     -.29 .04 -.10** -.26 .03 -.09** -.26 .03 -.09** 

Family compositionc    -.22 .04 -.06** -.18 .04 -.05** -.18 .04 -.05** 

Education level    -.27 .02 -.19** -.27 .02 -.19** -.27 .02 -.19** 

Family affluence    .02 .01 .02 .01 .01 .02 .01 .01 .02 

Urbanization     -.02 .02 -.02 -.01 .02 -.01 -.01 .02 -.01 

School connectedness       -.26 .02 -.15** -.26 .02 -.15** 

Teacher support        -.29 .02 -.16** -.29 .02 -.16** 

Classmate support        -.02 .03 -.01 -.02 .03 -.01 

Migration background X 

school connectedness 

         -.00 .02 -.00 

Migration background X 

teacher support 

         -.00 .02 -.00 

Migration background X  

classmate support 

         -.01 .02 -.01 

Note. *p< .05, **p< .001.  a Native students were the reference group. b Boys were the reference group. c Incomplete families 

were the reference group. 

Table 5             

Summary of Linear Regression Analysis for Hyperactivity as Dependent Variable 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable  B SE β B SE β B SE β B SE β 
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A third regression analysis was conducted for fighting (Table 6). In Model 1, non-

Western immigrant adolescents reported higher levels of fighting, and 1% of the variance in 

fighting was explained (F (1, 6815) = 35.61, p < .001). In model 2, the control variables 

increased the explained variance to 10%, R squared change = .10, F (7, 6809) = 112.02, p < 

.001. School connectedness and teacher support were negatively predictive of fighting in 

Model 3, and the explained variance increased to 13% (R squared change = .03, F (10, 6806) 

= 102.18, p < .001). As seen in model 4, school connectedness, teacher support, and classmate 

support did not moderate the relationship between migration background and fighting. 

Furthermore, no additional variance in fighting was explained.  

Migration backgrounda  -

.49 

.08 -.08** -.58 .08 -.09** -.67 .08 -.11** -.65 .08 -.10** 

Age    .00 .02 .00 -.08 .02 -.06** -.08 .02 -.06** 

Genderb     -.02 .06 -.01 .03 .06 .01 .03 .06 .01 

Family compositionc    -.39 .07 -.07** -.33 .07 -.06** -.33 .07 -.06** 

Education level    -.39 .03 -.17** -.39 .03 -.17** -.39 .03 -.17** 

Family affluence    .07 .02 .05** .06 .02 .05** -.06 .02 .05** 

Urbanization     -.05 .02 -.03* -.04 .02 -.02 -.04 .02 -.02 

School connectedness       -.45 .04 -.16** -.47 .04 -.16** 

Teacher support        -.47 .04 -.17** -.47 .04 -.17** 

Classmate support        -.04 .04 .01 .03 .04 .01 

Migration background X 

school connectedness 

         -.00 .03 -.00 

Migration background X 

teacher support 

         .03 .03 .02 

Migration background X  

classmate support 

         .00 .03 .00 

Note. *p< .05, **p< .001.  a Native students were the reference group. b Boys were the reference group. c Incomplete families 

were the reference group. 

Table 6             

Summary of Linear Regression Analysis for Fighting as Dependent Variable 
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The final regression analysis was conducted for bullying (Table 7). In Model 1, non-

Western immigrant youngsters indicated higher levels of bullying than native student, which 

also explained 0.3% of the variance in bullying (F (1, 6815) = 23.40, p < .001). After adding 

the control variables, Model 2 explained 2% of the variance in bullying (R squared change = 

.02, F (7, 6809) = 23.97, p < .001). Similarly to the previous linear regressions, higher levels 

of school connectedness and teacher support were significantly related to lower levels of 

bullying in Model 3 (R2 = .04, R squared change = .01, F(10, 6806) = 26.12, p < .001. In 

Model 4, no additional variance was explained, however the interaction between migration 

background and classmate support was significant. Non-Western immigrant students showed 

a slightly stronger decrease in bullying at higher levels of classmate support compared to 

native students.  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable  B SE β B SE β B SE β B SE β 

Migration backgrounda  .19 .03 .07** .19 .03 .07** .16 .03 .06** .16 .03 .06** 

Age    -.05 .01 -.08 -.07 .01 -.11** -.07 .01 -.11** 

Genderb     -.50 .02 -.25** -.48 .02 -.25** -.48 .02 -.25** 

Family compositionc    -.10 .03 -.04** -.08 .03 -.04* -.08 .03 -.04* 

Education level    -.13 .01 -.15** -.14 .01 -.15** -.14 .01 -.15** 

Family affluence    .02 .01 .04** .02 .01 .04** .02 .01 .04** 

Urbanization     -.02 .01 -.02 -.01 .01 -.02 -.01 .01 -.02 

School connectedness       -.10 .02 -.09** -.10 .02 -.09** 

Teacher support        -.14 .02 -.12** -.15 .02 -.13** 

Classmate support        .02 .02 .01 .02 .02 .02 

Migration background X 

school connectedness 

         -.02 .01 -.02 

Migration background X 

teacher support 

         .02 .01 .03 

Migration background X  

classmate support 

         -.02 .01 -.02 

Note. *p< .05, **p< .001.  a Native students were the reference group. b Boys were the reference group. c Incomplete families 

were the reference group. 
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Discussion  

The aim of this study was to examine whether perceived discrimination explained the 

relationship between migration background and externalizing behaviours, and whether school 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support moderated the migration background – 

externalizing problem behaviours link. The findings suggested that perceived discrimination 

completely mediated the positive association between migration background and conduct 

problems, fighting, and bullying. Notably, immigrant adolescents reported lower levels of 

hyperactivity compared to native students, and when accounting for perceived discrimination, 

Table 7             

Summary of Linear Regression Analysis for Bullying as Dependent Variable 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable  B SE β B SE β B SE β B SE β 

Migration backgrounda  .05 .01 .06** .05 .01 .05** .04 .01 -.05** .04 .01 -.15** 

Age    .00 .00 .01 -.00 .00 -.02 -.00 .00 -.02 

Genderb     -.07 .01 -.10** -.06 -.09 -.01** -.06 .01 -.09** 

Family compositionc    -.02 .01 -.02 -.01 .01 -.01 -.01 .01 -.01 

Education level    -.03 .01 -.10** -.03 .00 -.10** -.03 .00 -.10** 

Family affluence    .00 .00 .01 .00 .00 .01 .00 .00 .01 

Urbanization     -.00 .00 -.01 -.00 .00 -.01 -.00 .00 -.01 

School connectedness       -.03 .01 -.08** -.03 .01 -.08** 

Teacher support        -.03 .01 -.07** -.03 .01 -.07** 

Classmate support        .00 .01 .00 .00 .01 .01 

Migration background X 

school satisfaction 

         .00 .00 .01 

Migration background X 

teacher support 

         .01 .00 .02 

Migration background X  

classmate support 

         -.01 .00 -.04* 

Note. *p< .05, **p< .001.  a Native students were the reference group. b Boys were the reference group. c Incomplete families 

were the reference group. 
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the levels of hyperactivity went down even more. The results also suggested that school 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support did not moderate the relationship 

between migration background and externalizing problem behaviours, apart from higher 

levels of classmate support was associated with lower levels of bullying among both native 

and non-Western immigrant adolescents, but the effect was slightly stronger for the latter.  

Partly in line with the first hypothesis, the findings suggested that immigrant 

adolescents perceive more discrimination, which in turn leads to higher rates of conduct 

problems, fighting, and bullying, but the same mechanism was not found for hyperactivity. It 

is consistent with notion that immigrant adolescents are at an increased risk for externalizing 

problem behaviours (Dimitrova et al., 2016; Duinhof, et al, 2020; Stevens et al., 2015), and 

past research suggesting that perceived discrimination is associated with externalizing 

problem behaviours (e.g. Brody et al., 2006; Maes, Stevens, & Verkuijten, 2014; Toblet et al. 

2013). Perceived discrimination may cause stress responses (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; 

Schmitt et al., 2014), which in turn may lead to the use of maladaptive coping strategies 

(Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Harrel, 2000). There are different types of 

coping, active coping, passive coping, support seeking, and distraction coping (Ayers, 

Sandler, West, & Roosa, 1996; Billings & Moos, 1981; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). So far, 

studies have shown mixed results regarding which type of coping mediates between stress 

related to perceived discrimination and it’s outcomes (Alvarez &Juang, 2010; Liang, Alvarez, 

Juang, & Liang, 2007). Future studies could examine what type of coping strategy mediates 

the association between perceived discrimination and externalizing problem behaviours for a 

better overall understanding of immigrant adolescents increased risk for problem behaviours. 

Notably, non-Western immigrant adolescent reported lower levels of hyperactivity, and this 

was not mediated by perceived discrimination. While this was not in line with the hypothesis, 

it has also been found in previous studies (Derluyn, Broekaert, & Schuyten, 2008; Looze et 

al., 2014). Moreover, lower levels of hyperactivity of non-Western immigrant adolescents 

compared to native adolescents in the Netherlands have been consistent over time (Duinhof, 

Stevens, Van Dorsselaer, Monshouwer, & Vollebergh, 2015).  

Not in line with the second hypothesis, the findings suggested that school 

connectedness, teacher support, and classmate support did not moderate the relationship 

between migration background and externalizing problem behaviours. Only classmate support 

has been found to work as a buffer in the association between migration background and 

bullying. The finding is not consistent with past research (e.g. Titzmann, Raabe, & 
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Silbereisen, 2008). The social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) states that strong social bonds 

inhibit externalizing behaviours. While the findings were not consistent with this theory, it is 

possible that other social bonds might inhibit of externalizing behaviours more. The social 

ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1977) has been often used to conceptualize the influence 

of contextual variables such as family and school. For instance, the messages parents give 

their children about aggression is more associated with bullying than school connectedness 

among ethnic minorities in the US (Vera et al., 2017). Perhaps parental factors are more 

important than school climate variables in the externalizing behaviours of immigrant youth. 

Future studies could examine which factor is more influential in immigrant youngsters’ 

engagement in externalizing problem behaviours. The finding that classmate support 

moderated bullying rates of immigrant adolescents can be explained by that class cohesion 

may reduce feelings of competition and friction, as bullying often involves power differences 

between perpetrator and victim (Olweus, 1991).  

Some limitations should be highlighted before concluding. This study was cross-

sectional of nature, thus causal links cannot be established. While literature has mainly 

suggested a causal link from perceived discrimination to externalizing behaviours, future 

studies should be longitudinal of nature when examining the mechanism behind this 

association. A strength of this study was the use of a big nationally representative sample. 

This makes it easier to generalize to the adolescent population within the Netherlands, and 

perhaps even to societies similar in demographics such as other Western-European countries 

like Belgium and Germany. There were no distinctions made between the different ethnic 

groups, another limitation that should be considered. Moroccan and Turkish adolescents often 

have a religious background, which can influence the engagement of problem behaviours 

(Maes, Stevens, & Verkuijten, 2014).  

Notwithstanding the limitations, this study indicates that Dutch immigrant adolescents 

run an increased risk of externalizing problem behaviours due to perceiving discrimination in 

their environment. School program interventions should focus on raising the awareness of 

racism and discrimination, and improving social cohesion among the students, as perceiving 

discrimination is not only related to increased externalizing problem behaviours, but also 

negatively affects one’s well-being (Schmitt et al., 2014).  
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