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Abstract
There are scarce studies on bystanders’ responses to racist hate speech. The present study was rooted in the
general aggression model to examine the direct and indirect associations between witnessing racist hate speech
and bystanders’ active defending behaviors. Moreover, we examined if these associations varied as a function
of the immigration background of bystanders. The sample included 3,225 7th, 8th, and 9th graders (51.7% girls,
37.2% with an immigrant background) from 40 schools in Switzerland and Germany. A multilevel mediation
path model revealed that witnessing racist hate speech negatively predicted bystanders’ active defending. It also
had indirect associations with bystanders’ active defending via low levels of empathy. Finally, associations were
not observed in students with an immigrant background. The findings regarding the potential contribution of
these results to preventing hate speech in school are discussed.

Keywords
Hate speech, general aggression model, bystanders’ responses, desensitization, migration background

Author Note

Melisa Castellanos https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6980-0845
Alexander Wettstein https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5612-31

44
Ludwig Bilz https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3017-0492
Sebastian Wachs https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2787-6646
This research was funded by the German Research Foundation

(DFG), grant number WA 4275/2-1; BI 1046/9-1; SCHU1370/4-1
and the University of Teacher Education Bern, grant number 19s
0008 01.

Introduction

According to the general aggression model, exposure
to violence might produce an effect of desensiti-
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zation through a reduction in the “emotion-related
physiological reactivity to real violence” (Carnagey
et al., 2007, p. 490). Consequently, affective and
cognitive outcomes change, such that violence is
perceived as less harmful, empathy toward vic-
tims is reduced, negative attitudes towards violence
also decrease, and individuals perceive violence as
normative (Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020). Sub-
sequently, bystanders of violence are more likely
to perpetrate aggression and decrease or delay
their prosocial intervention (Carnagey et al., 2007;
Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020). A phenomenon
adolescents are exposed to is hate speech, defined as
direct or vicarious derogatory expressions about oth-
ers based on assigned group features (i.e., nationality,
gender, sexual orientation, etc.) (Kansok-Dusche et
al., 2022). It includes multiple expressions (e.g.,
words, online posts, graffiti, etc.) and is intended to
cause harm (Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022). Although
hate speech and bullying share commonalities (e.g.,
in both, there is a power imbalance), they dif-
fer regarding targets, frequency, and perpetrators’
goals (Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022). Mostly, hate
speech has a racist component, as it is often based
on skin color, origin, ethnicity, or immigrant back-
ground (Castellanos et al., 2023; Caravita et al.,
2020; Reichelmann et al., 2021; United States Gov-
ernment Accountability Office, 2021). To contribute
to the literature, the present study is rooted in the
general aggression model (Bushman & Anderson,
2020) to examine the direct and indirect associations
between exposure to racist hate speech and active
defending bystander responses in adolescents from
two European countries. Moreover, we explored if
empathy helped explain these associations. Finally,
we examined if these associations varied depending
on bystanders’ immigrant background.

The General Aggression Model and Desensitiza-
tion

Research about the effects of exposure to violence
and desensitization is centered on explaining per-
petration outcomes (see Prescott et al., 2018, for
a meta-analysis). However, the general aggression
model poses that exposure to violence can also impact
prosociality (Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020). For
instance, witnessing violent media is associated with
decreased bystander prosocial intervention (Bush-
man & Anderson, 2009; Prot et al., 2015). Although
recent evidence has shown that exposure to online
hate speech increased adolescents’ likeability to per-

petrate hate speech (Wachs et al., 2022a), its effects on
prosocial bystander behaviors are, to date, unknown.
Moreover, studies about the consequences of wit-
nessing offline hate speech (i.e., perpetrated without
digital media; Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022) are scarce.
To narrow these gaps in the literature, the first objec-
tive of the present study was to explore the direct
and indirect associations between witnessing racist
hate speech in the classroom and active defend-
ing bystander responses. Active defending bystander
responses refer to prosocial behavior to stop aggres-
sion among peers, including taking sides with the
victims, assertively confronting the perpetrators, and
seeking support from peers or adults (Salmivalli,
2010). In line with the general aggression model,
we hypothesized that witnessing racist hate speech
in the classroom would negatively predict three
active defending bystander responses: comforting the
victim, seeking help, and countering hate speech
(hypothesis 1).

The Role of Empathy

To better understand these associations, we explored
if empathy could explain the links between witness-
ing racist hate speech and bystanders’ responses.
Empathy is the capacity to comprehend and feel
another person’s emotional state (Batson, 2009). A
study by Wachs et al. (2023b) found that empathetic
adolescents are more likely to counter hate speech
(i.e., direct responses to refute and discourage hate
speech, such as providing information to oppose per-
petrators’ claims; Garland et al., 2022). According
to the general aggression model, when exposed to
violence, individuals can be desensitized by decreas-
ing their empathetic responses, which might result
in a lower likeability to engage in active defending
(Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020). To our knowl-
edge, no studies investigated this for offline hate
speech. To fill this gap in the literature, the second
objective of the present study was to estimate if empa-
thy explained the association between witnessing
racist hate speech in the classroom and active defend-
ing bystander responses. Based on the desensitization
effect posed by the general aggression model and the
well-documented association between empathy and
bystanders’ active defending (Gönültaş et al., 2020;
Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016), we hypothesized that
witnessing racist hate speech in the classroom would
be negatively and indirectly associated with the three
active defending bystander responses via low levels
of empathy (hypothesis 2).
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Differential Impact of Witnessing Racist Hate
Speech

Multiple studies show that the most common hate-
related words observed and received were associated
with race and place of origin (Castellanos et al.,
2023; Caravita et al., 2020; Reichelmann et al., 2020;
United States Government Accountability Office,
2021). Thus, evidence about the impact of exposure to
racist hate speech on adolescents with an immigrant
background is needed to inform prevention and inter-
vention programs. According to previous evidence,
immigrant background moderates how adolescents
react when witnessing racist hate speech. Nonethe-
less, the findings are not conclusive. Some studies
show that when witnessing racist hate speech, ado-
lescents with an immigrant background are less likely
to defend victims actively (Wachs et al., 2023b).
Other studies from the related field of bullying based
on migration status showed that adolescents with
an immigrant background had a higher disposition
to actively intervene (e.g., get help from someone)
when the victim also had an immigrant background
(Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2021; 2022).

These differential reactions can be explained by
the social identity or the component of self-concept
related to the knowledge and perception of belonging
to one or many social groups (Tajfel, 1982). This iden-
tification with a collective identity has an emotional
value for individuals, resulting in in-group affili-
ation and out-group differentiation (Tajfel, 1982).
Accordingly, when witnessing racist hate speech,
adolescents with an immigrant background might feel
their social identity more affected than those without
an immigrant background. In line with this proposi-
tion, a study found that Muslim adults perceived a
higher threat to their identity and reported a higher
disposition to intervene when witnessing Islamopho-
bic than non-Islamophobic hate speech (Obermaier
et al., 2021).

To better understand these differential reactions,
our third objective was to explore if the direct
and indirect associations between witnessing racist
hate speech on active defending bystander responses
varied as a function of adolescents’ immigrant back-
ground. In line with the social identity theory and
the empirical findings from related fields of research,
we hypothesized that the negative indirect association
between witnessing racist hate speech and the three
active defending bystander responses via low levels
of empathy would be weaker for the group of students
with an immigrant background (Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants

A total of 3,225 adolescents (nGermany = 1,841,
57.1%; nSwitzerland = 1,384, 42.9%) from 40 schools
in Germany and Switzerland (nGermany = 18,
nSwitzerland = 22) equally distributed by grade
(n7th = 1,070, 33.2%; n8th = 1,147, 35.6%;
n9th = 1,008, 31.3%), and gender (nfemale = 1,668,
51.7%; nmale = 1,487, 46.1%; ndiverse = 64, 2%;
nno response = 6, 0.2%) participated in the study.
Moreover, 37.2% (n = 1,200) of them had an
immigrant background (e.g., they or one of their
parents being born outside Germany/Switzerland).
On average, the classroom proportion of students
with an immigrant background was 0.35 in Germany
and 0.53 in Switzerland. From the participants,
30.8% (n = 994) reported living in families of low
affluence, 35.8% (n = 1,155) in families of medium
affluence, 32.4% (n = 1,046) in families of high
affluence, and 0.9% (n = 30) had missing values on
the socioeconomic status items (Family Affluence
Scale, Currie et al., 2008).

Procedure and Sampling Technique

Approval for this study was obtained from the data
protection officer, the educational authority of the
Federal State of Berlin and Brandenburg, Germany,
and the University of Potsdam Ethics Commit-
tee (UP65/2018). The acquisition pool of sample
schools was composed using a stratified and random-
ized probability-proportional-to-size scheme (Yates
& Grundy, 1953) in Germany and by a contrastive
sampling scheme including immigrant background
and location (rural/urban) in Switzerland. An a priori
power analysis with G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) indi-
cated that a sample size of at least 782 participants
would be needed to detect small to medium correla-
tional effect sizes for an � = 0.05 and power = 0.80.
Anticipating non-response and accounting for the
nested structure of the sample, the required min-
imum sample size was N = 1,944 students in 108
classes at 18 schools (Teerenstra et al., 2010). Then,
100 schools from two federal states in Germany and
six German-speaking cantons in Switzerland were
invited to participate in the study. Among them, 40
agreed to participate (nGermany = 18, nSwitzerland = 22).

A total of 5,836 students from 7th to 9th grade
and mixed classrooms (i.e., Swiss classes where 14
to 16 years old are taught together) were informed
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about the study and invited to participate. In total,
3,560 participated in the study (nGermany = 1,841;
nSwitzerland = 1,719). Parents or legal guardians pro-
vided consent for all of them except those aged 14
and older in Berlin, following the legal regulation in
the state, which poses that at this age, students have
the legal autonomy to decide about participating in
research studies. For the present study, 335 partici-
pants from the mixed classrooms were excluded from
the analyses, as attending a school in Switzerland
could be confounded with being part of these classes.
Between 1% and 1.9% of data were missing. Little’s
MCAR test revealed that the data were not miss-
ing completely at random (χ2 (26) = 41.94, p = .025).
This data was handled using the full information
maximum likelihood (FIML) approach (Muthén &
Muthén, 2012–2021).

Instruments

Witnessing Racist Hate Speech

An instrument based on qualitative studies with ado-
lescents and school teachers was used (Ballaschk et
al., 2021). Initially, participants were presented with
a definition of hate speech as a short video clip,
followed by a brief text-based introduction empha-
sizing that hate speech is intentionally hurtful, takes
place in public, is directed towards social groups,
and can also take non-verbal forms. Then students
were asked to report how often they observed hate
speech in school without using digital media in the
previous 12 months by indicating on a 5-point scale
ranging from “never” to “several times a week”. A
follow-up question was formulated for participants
who indicated to had witnessed hate speech at least
once. With a yes/no format, the question inquired
if the witnessed hate speech was directed against
people with a particular skin color or origin (e.g.,
dark-skinned people, foreigners). A classroom-level
racist hate speech score was calculated by averaging
the responses of each classroom’s students to capture
a more objective operalization of exposure to racist
hate speech.

Empathy for Victims of Hate Speech (adapted
from Knauf et al., 2018). Students were introduced:
“When I see classmates being insulted or attacked by
other classmates because of their skin color, origin,
religion, sexual orientation, or gender . . . ”. Then,
they were asked to indicate their agreement with six
statements that addressed empathy (e.g., “I realize
how badly they are doing”). The five-point response

scale ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”. Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.91.

Multidimensional Bystander Responses to Hate
Speech Scale (Wachs et al., 2023a). At first, partic-
ipants were asked to imagine a situation in which
someone from their school made “publicly insult-
ing statements about people of a certain skin color
or origin”. After, participants were presented with
the question, “What would you do in the situation
described or what have you done if you have expe-
rienced such a situation before?” and asked to rate
their agreement with multiple statements using a five-
point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree”. The three active defending sub-
scales were used: comforting the victim (e.g., “I
comfort the person against whom hate speech was
targeted at”), seeking help at school (e.g., “I ask class-
mates if they can help me to do something about it”),
and countering hate speech (e.g., “I say that the person
is spreading false information ‘fake news”’). Cron-
bach’s alpha was 0.83 for comforting the victim, 0.83
for seeking help at school, and 0.81 for countering
hate speech.

Data Analysis

Because of the hierarchical nature of our data, with
students nested within classrooms, a multilevel medi-
ation path model was estimated in Mplus 8.7 (Muthén
& Muthén, 2012-2021). The 2-(1)-1-1-model, includ-
ing predictors at level 2, a mediator variable at level
1, and dependent variables at level 1, was estimated
in four steps. First, a random-intercept model (Null
Model) with no predictors was estimated to compute
the intraclass correlation coefficients of the depen-
dent variables comforting the victim, seeking help at
school, and countering hate speech. Second, control
variables at level 1 (gender and socioeconomic status)
and level 2 (classroom proportion of students with
an immigrant background and grade) were added
as predictors. Third, we tested the direct associa-
tions between a) empathy and each active defending
bystander response, b) classroom racist hate speech
and each active defending bystander response, and
c) classroom racist hate speech and empathy. In the
last step, we tested the indirect associations between
classroom racist hate speech on comforting the vic-
tim (indirect effect 1), seeking help at school (indirect
effect 2), and countering hate speech (indirect effect
3) via empathy. Finally, to test our third hypothesis,
we estimated the model separately for students with
and without an immigrant background.
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The goodness of fit of the models was assessed
by changes in the Akaike information criterion (AIC;
Akaike, 1974), suggesting a better fit for reductions
of 10 points in each model concerning the previous
(Burnham & Anderson, 2004). Direct and indirect
associations were assessed using statistical signifi-
cance tests at an alpha level of 0.05. Predictors were
not centered as the effects of the mediator variables
on the dependent variable were expected to be the
same within and between classrooms (Preacher et al.,
2010).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Most participants (n = 2,123, 65.8%) reported that
they had observed hate speech in their schools.
Among them, 50.3% (n = 1,068) reported witnessing
racist hate speech. Table 1 of the supplemental mate-
rial displays some statistically significant and small
in magnitude differences observed between students
with and without an immigrant background. Table 2
of the supplementary material presents bivariate cor-
relations among the study variables.

Direct and Indirect Associations between Class-
room Racist Hate Speech and Bystanders’ Active
Defending

The intraclass correlation coefficients were 0.14 for
witnessing racist hate speech, 0.10 for comforting the
victim, 0.10 for seeking help at the school, 0.08 for
countering hate speech, and 0.11 for empathy. There-
fore, a multilevel approach was justified. The results
from each step followed in estimating the models are
presented in Tables 3, 4, and 5 of the supplemen-
tal material. Table 1 displays the final step results
(i.e., the model that tested direct and indirect asso-
ciations) for the complete sample and separately for
students with and without an immigrant background.
As shown, the results for the complete sample sup-
ported our first hypothesis, as the classroom level
of racist hate speech negatively predicted comfort-
ing the victim (B = -0.24, 95% CI [-0.40, -0.07],
p = 0.019), seeking help at school (B = -0.42, 95% CI
[-0.59, -0.25], p < 0.001), and countering hate speech
(B = -0.31, 95% CI [-0.48, -0.14], p = 0.002). More-
over, empathy positively predicted comforting the
victim (B = 0.64, 95% CI [0.61, 0.68], p < 0.001),
seeking help at school (B = 0.47, 95% CI [0.43, 0.50],

p < 0.001), and countering hate speech (B = 0.50, 95%
CI [0.47, 0.54], p < 0.001). Furthermore, our second
hypothesis was confirmed, as classroom racist hate
speech had an indirect negative association with com-
forting the victim (B = -0.17, 95% CI [-0.29, -0.05],
p = 0.017), seeking help at school (B = -0.12, 95% CI
[-0.21, -0.04], p = 0.017), and countering hate speech
(B = -0.13, 95% CI [-0.23, -0.04], p = 0.016) via low
levels of empathy.

Differential Associations by Immigrant Back-
ground of the Students

In line with our third hypothesis, the associations
observed for the complete sample remained the same
for the students without an immigrant background
(see Table 1). Furthermore, in this group, the model’s
indirect associations were statistically significant,
indicating that classroom racist hate speech had a neg-
ative indirect association with comforting the victim
(B = -0.29, 95% CI [-0.43, -0.16], p < 0.001), seek-
ing help at school (B = -0.20, 95% CI [-0.29, -0.11],
p < 0.001), and countering hate speech (B = -0.23,
95% CI [-0.33, -0.12], p < 0.001), via low levels of
empathy. In contrast, classroom racist hate speech
did not predict the levels of empathy of students
with an immigrant background (B = -0.03, 95% CI
[-0.30, 0.21], p = 0.854) (See Figure 1). The asso-
ciation between the predictor and the mediator is
an assumption of the mediation analyses (Baron &
Kenny, 1986), so the indirect associations were not
estimated for this group.

Discussion

Our study provided three main findings that con-
tribute to our current understanding of hate speech
in adolescence and added evidence about the effects
of exposure to violence. First, in classrooms where
racist hate speech was frequent, bystanders were less
likely to comfort the victims, seek help at school,
and counter hate speech compared to bystanders
from classrooms where this problem was less com-
mon. This result aligns with findings about bullying
(Lucas-Molina et al., 2018) and extends findings from
studies about the effects of exposure to online hate
speech on online hate speech perpetration (Wachs
et al., 2022a) and increases in prejudice (Soral et
al., 2018). In line with the general aggression model
(Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020), students who
constantly witness racist hate speech in their class-
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Table 1
Multilevel Mediation Model to Predict Active Defending Bystander Responses

Predictor All the sample Students without an immigrant background Students with an immigration background4

B [95% CI ] p � B [95% CI ] p � B [95% CI ] p �

Outcome: Comforting the Victim
Gender1 0.25 [0.20, 0.31] <.001 0.11 0.29 [0.23, 0.36] <0.001 0.14 0.19 [0.09, 0.29] 0.002 0.08
SES1 0.02 [ < .01, 0.03] 0.033 0.03 0.01 [-0.01, 0.03] 0.498 0.01 0.02 [ < .01, 0.04] 0.101 0.04
Empathy1 0.64 [0.61, 0.68] <.001 0.52 0.67 [0.63, 0.72] <0.001 0.55 0.62 [0.56, 0.67] <0.001 0.51
Grade 72 0.10 [0.01, 0.19] 0.077 0.1 0.09 [-0.03, 0.21] 0.207 0.09 0.13 [-0.02, 0.29] 0.155 0.17
Grade 82 0.10 [0.00, 0.19] 0.087 0.1 0.11 [ < .01, 0.23] 0.098 0.11 0.07 [-0.10, 0.23] 0.494 0.08
Proportion students IB 2,3 -0.23 [-0.38, -0.08] 0.013 -0.14 0.05 [-0.17, 0.27] 0.696 0.03 -0.53 [-0.77, -0.29] <0.001 -0.37
Witnessing racist hate speech2 -0.24 [-0.40, -0.07] 0.019 -0.14 -0.13 [-0.32, 0.07] 0.276 -0.07 -0.41 [-0.70, -0.11] 0.024 -0.28
Indirect association -0.17 [-0.29, -0.05] 0.017 -0.29 [-0.43, -0.16] <0.001

Outcome: Seeking Help at the School
Gender 1 0.05 [-0.02, 0.13] 0.22 0.02 0.06 [-0.03, 0.15] 0.266 0.03 0.03 [-0.10, 0.15] 0.733 0.01
SES 1 -0.01 [-0.03, 0.00] 0.127 -0.03 -0.01 [-0.03, 0.01] 0.504 -0.01 -0.03 [-0.06, 0.00] 0.058 -0.06
Empathy 1 0.47 [0.43, 0.50] <0.001 0.38 0.45 [0.41, 0.50] <0.001 0.37 0.48 [0.42, 0.54] <0.001 0.4
Grade 7 2 0.47 [0.36, 0.57] <0.001 0.36 0.43 [0.29, 0.56] <0.001 0.34 0.55 [0.38, 0.72] <0.001 0.48
Grade 8 2 0.22 [0.12, 0.32] <0.001 0.16 0.27 [0.14, 0.40] 0.001 0.21 0.13 [-0.02, 0.29] 0.146 0.11
Proportion students IB 2 -0.04 [-0.20, 0.12] 0.688 -0.02 0.13 [-0.13, 0.39] 0.405 0.06 -0.16 [-0.41, 0.10] 0.305 -0.08
Witnessing racist hate speech2 -0.42 [-0.59, -0.25] <.001 -0.18 -0.37 [-0.58, -0.16] 0.003 -0.16 -0.46 [-0.74, -0.18] 0.006 -0.22
Indirect association -0.12 [-0.21, -0.04] 0.017 -0.20 [-0.29, -0.11] <0.001

Outcome: Countering Hate Speech
Gender 1 0.07 [0.01, 0.13] 0.066 0.03 0.01 [-0.06, 0.09] 0.765 0.01 0.13 [.03, 0.23] 0.025 0.06
SES 1 0.02 [0.01, 0.04] 0.004 0.05 0.03 [0.01, 0.05] 0.017 0.06 0.02 [.00, 0.04] 0.156 0.04
Empathy 1 0.50 [0.47, 0.54] <0.001 0.46 0.51 [0.47, 0.56] <0.001 0.47 0.49 [.44, 0.55] <0.001 0.46
Grade 7 2 0.03 [-0.07, 0.13] 0.649 0.02 0.01 [-0.11, 0.13] 0.924 0.01 0.07 [-0.09, 0.23] 0.468 0.06
Grade 8 2 0.02 [-0.08, 0.11] 0.797 0.01 0.06 [-0.05, 0.18] 0.35 0.05 -0.06 [-0.22, 0.09] 0.510 -0.05
Proportion students IB 2 -0.07 [-0.23, 0.09] 0.451 -0.03 -0.07 [-0.29, 0.15] 0.605 -0.03 -0.22 [-0.47, 0.04] 0.162 -0.11
Witnessing racist hate speech2 -0.31 [-0.48, -0.14] 0.002 -0.14 -0.22 [-0.41, -0.04] 0.046 -0.1 -0.42 [-0.71, -0.14] 0.015 -0.2
Indirect association -0.13 [-0.23, -0.04] 0.016 -0.23 [-0.33, -0.13] <.001

Note. 1student level variable, 2classroom level variable. 3IB = immigrant background. 4 The displayed results correspond to the direct associations-only model.

36
InternationalJournalof

D
evelopm

entalScience
1-3/2023,31–41



M. Castellanos et al. / Racist Hate Speech in Schools

Figure 1

Direct and Indirect Associations between Classroom Racist Hate Speech and Active Defending Bystander Responses, via Empathy –
Differences by Immigration Background

Note. Unstandardized coefficients are shown. Control variables are not displayed for clarity. For each path, the number on the left displays
the coefficient for students without an immigration background (n = 1,873), and the number on the right displays the coefficient for students
with a migration background (n = 1,300). All coefficients shown are statistically significant except for those displayed in italics.

room are likely to reduce their empathy, pay less
attention to it, and judge it as normative and not
severe. In addition, adolescents do not defend their
victimized peers because they become afraid of being
victimized (Kollerová et al., 2018; Strindberg et al.,
2020). Thus, when observing that racist hate speech
is common, they might conclude that it is accepted
by their peers (or, at least, not negatively sanctioned).
In sum, exposure to racist hate speech is associated
with changes in emotional and cognitive outcomes
that favor defending victims, which might also shape
adolescents’ perceptions about their classroom social
dynamics. The latter assertion deserves further empir-
ical exploration.

The second finding was that witnessing racist hate
speech had an indirect association with the active
defending bystanders’ responses via low levels of
empathy. Though a few studies have documented
that exposure to peer aggression reduces prosocial
behaviors (Bushman & Anderson, 2009; Prot et al.,
2015), to our knowledge, this is the first made specif-
ically for bystanders’ active defending behaviors in
racist hate speech. In line with the general aggression
model, this finding can be explained by reduced auto-
matic responses to witnessed hate speech, namely

desensitization (Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020).
Accordingly, exposure to racist hate speech might
affect the affective component of empathy (e.g., feel-
ing concerned) more than other components (e.g.,
understanding how victims might feel). Additionally,
the association between bystanders’ active defend-
ing and empathy is stronger for its affective than for
its cognitive component (Deng et al., 2021). In sum,
bystanders who constantly witness racist hate speech
are less likely to defend victims actively due to a
diminished emotional reaction. Studies differentiat-
ing among multiple dimensions of empathy might
enlighten our understanding of the impact of constant
exposure to racist hate speech on adolescents.

The third finding was that, in line with our pre-
diction, the levels of empathy of students with an
immigrant background did not vary as a function of
how much racist hate speech they witnessed in their
classrooms. Importantly, these observed differential
associations cannot be attributed to between-group
differences in the analyzed outcomes. Contrary to
previous studies about intergroup-based bullying
(Bayram Özdemir et al., 2022), students with an
immigrant background did not have higher levels
of empathy nor intervened more often than their
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classmates without an immigrant background. This
finding corroborated that although students have the
same disposition to intervene and experience empa-
thy to the same extent, immigrant background is
a protective factor against the detrimental conse-
quences of witnessing racist hate speech. In line with
the social identity theory, this might be associated
with increases in in-group belonging and prefer-
ence due to out-group interactions (Tajfel, 1982).
Since hate speech is based on a collective iden-
tity (e.g., skin color, nationality), adolescents with
an immigrant background’s resistance to desensiti-
zation might result from a perceived threat to their
social identity, either directly (i.e., being victims)
or indirectly (i.e., being bystanders). In contrast to
the dominant approach of studying having an immi-
grant background under the lens of vulnerability, we
approached it as a resource in the present study.

With this conclusion, we do not pretend to opaque
the vulnerability many students might experience
due to their social identity as immigrants. However,
approaches that view immigration background exclu-
sively as a risk factor fall short. Our study shows
that having an immigration background may pro-
tect students from the nocive effects of hate speech
exposure on empathy. It is, therefore, important not
to view immigration background exclusively as a
risk factor but also to consider its potential pro-
tective functions. Likewise, an important point that
must be considered when interpreting our findings is
that desensitization occurred in the group of students
without an immigrant background. According to the
results, they were affected by the constant exposure
to racist hate speech, such that this exposure neg-
atively predicted their empathetic response. In line
with our explanations above, these adolescents might
be more susceptible to desensitization because their
social identity is not compromised by the racist hate
speech they witness.

Practical Implications

Our findings provide two lines of action. One, pro-
moting empathy as a protective factor against the
desensitization that can result from constantly wit-
nessing hate speech in the school. The empirically
tested school prevention program HateLess includes
intergroup contact, provision of knowledge, and the
development of social skills, as tools to develop
empathy toward victims of hate speech (Wachs et
al., 2023c). Similarly, fostering empathy is a central
component of successful programs to tackle bullying

(e.g., KiVa; Garandeau et al., 2022; and Medien-
helden [Media Heroes]; Schultze-Krumbholz et al.,
2018). Second, we found that immigrant background
was a relevant factor in understanding desensiti-
zation. Therefore, fostering mutual positive social
relationships characterized by respect, tolerance, and
cooperation might increase students’ awareness of
multiple social identities (e.g., based on their belong-
ing to a classroom or their preferences and hobbies).
Accordingly, it would be easier for students to
empathize with hate speech victims due to a per-
ception of a shared social identity that goes beyond
salient characteristics such as nationality or skin
color.

Limitations and Future Studies

Despite the valuable contributions of the present
study, some limitations must be acknowledged. First,
within the general aggression model literature, empa-
thy is, perhaps, the most studied affective outcome
impacted by exposure to violence. Nonetheless, other
emotional and cognitive factors can also be affected,
such as increases in attitudes in favor of aggression
and reductions in the ability to recognize violence
as such (Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 2020). Mod-
els including these variables would allow answering
important questions for prevention efforts, such as
which factors are more susceptible to desensitization
and how this impacts bystanders’ active defending
responses.

Second, we only addressed reductions in empathy.
However, exposure to and perpetration of violence
can also incite positive affect. Among other reasons,
adolescents perpetrate online hate speech for exhila-
ration (Wachs et al., 2022b). Therefore, if perpetrators
display these positive emotional states constantly,
bystanders might interpret racist hate speech as amus-
ing, minimizing its consequences for victims. Third,
our conclusions are limited to witnessed face-to-
face hate speech. Nonetheless, a systematic review
found that the percentage of adolescents who have
witnessed online hate speech varies between 26%
and 39.2% (Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022). Future
studies could deepen in this direction, studying if
exposure to online racist hate speech has a dif-
ferential impact on bystanders depending on their
immigrant background. Finally, the interpretations
of indirect associations are partially limited by the
cross-sectional nature of our data and the poten-
tial desirability bias involved in questions regarding
hypothetical situations. Therefore, our asseverations
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regarding explanatory mechanisms must be inter-
preted with caution. Longitudinal and observational
studies could offer a more comprehensive view of our
findings.

Supplementary Material

The supplementary material is available in the
electronic version of this article: https://dx.doi.org/
10.3233/DEV-230341.
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