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Abstract

Discrimination is widespread and often goes unchallenged

because bystanders do not recognize the need to intervene

or do not know how to intervene. This field experiment

with adolescents (N = 639) tested a group discussion

designed to increase perceived importance and self-efficacy

around challenging general discrimination. The intervention,

which involved perspective-taking and action-planning, was

tested with delayed measures against active control condi-

tions, namely sessions on self-disclosure and civic engage-

ment. It led to greater self-efficacy, particularly among

White participants. Please refer to the Supplementary

Material section to find this article's Community and Social

Impact Statement.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Adolescents frequently experience and witness discrimination. This harms victims and reinforces bias (Yip &

Douglass, 2011). Encouraging peer bystanders to challenge discrimination can be one effective route to reducing dis-

crimination (e.g., Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001; Salmivalli, 2010). However, challenging discrimination requires dif-

ferent psychological mechanisms to general bullying as there are more psychological barriers to intervention in

contexts where stigmatized groups are routinely victimized (Palmer & Abbott, 2018).
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While subtle forms of discrimination can go unnoticed, many instances lack ambiguity. However, even when dis-

crimination is noticed and evaluated negatively, this does not always lead to intervention (Aboud & Miller, 2007).

Therefore, our research focused on the steps that are required to move from evaluation to action, namely recogniz-

ing the importance of intervention and knowing how to intervene (Latané & Darley, 1970). According to the theory

of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), self-efficacy is a critical component for enabling bystanders to turn intentions

into intervention (Abbott, Cameron, & Thompson, 2020; Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 1997). This study examined whether

peer group discussions about experiences of discrimination may (1) increase perceptions of importance around chal-

lenging discrimination and (2) increase self-efficacy of bystander intervention in these contexts. With that, we tested

how these factors that have been identified as influences on bystander behaviour can be used to inform intervention

design, and thus addressed the lack of focused intervention research (Abbott et al., 2020). We also examined

whether adolescents' ethnicity influenced the effectiveness of the peer group discussions.

People who deem it important to challenge discrimination are more likely to do so. When adolescents perceived

intergroup name-calling to be more severe, their intentions to intervene increased (Palmer, Rutland, &

Cameron, 2015). Likewise, European-American adolescents who viewed race-based jokes as less wrong expected

peers to challenge less (Mulvey, Palmer, & Abrams, 2016). Adolescents who experience discrimination—typically

from minority backgrounds (Thijs, 2017)—are more likely to think challenging discrimination is important, because

they are acutely aware of its impact. Awareness of the impact of discrimination might be increased among White

majority-status adolescents by encouraging them to take the perspective of those who experience it; indeed,

majority-status adolescents with good perspective-taking skills are more likely to challenge discrimination (Jenkins &

Nickerson, 2019).

Self-efficacy—individuals' belief in their competence to deal with a situation (Bandura, 1997)—is another predic-

tor of bystander intervention. Those higher in self-efficacy defend victims of bullying more frequently (Abbott

et al., 2020). Even when bystanders want to challenge bullying, if they feel unable to, they remain passive

(Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). The benefits of self-efficacy were established experimentally by Abbott et al. (2020)

who had adolescents engage in a bully-victim-defender role-play. The role-play increased defender intentions, par-

tially explained through increased self-efficacy. Therefore, it is likely that reactions to discrimination are predicted by

self-efficacy. Specifically, young people may feel more able to confront discriminatory language if they have been

given the opportunity to discuss potential reactions.

2 | THE PRESENT STUDY

This research was conducted with a UK volunteering program, the National Citizens Service (NCS). Introduced in

2011 to promote social cohesion and civic engagement, the NCS reaches 100,000 16-year-olds per year. Ethnic

minorities and those eligible for free-school meals are represented in line with their population share among the par-

ticipants (NCS Trust, 2020). Participants join a 4-week program with diverse youth from their local area that focuses

on personal development and social action.

We asked participants to take part in one of three peer group discussions on Day 4 of the program, led by a

facilitator. Those in the intervention condition discussed personal experiences of discrimination, engaged in

perspective-taking, and considered possible reactions. We expected that discussing real experiences would highlight

the importance of challenging discrimination, and thinking about possible reactions would promote self-efficacy. The

second condition involved self-disclosure and active listening around experiences of social category affiliations. In

the third condition, participants discussed social and environmental issues unrelated to discrimination.

The latter two conditions were active controls, designed to control for non-specific intervention effects. Includ-

ing multiple controls supports the identification of underlying mechanisms (Karlsson & Bergmark, 2015). The self-

disclosure condition allowed us to test whether effects could be attributed to our intervention design (focused on

perspective-taking and action planning), or merely to facilitated self-disclosure concerning experiences of
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discrimination. The civic engagement condition would reveal the total intervention effect compared to a baseline of

unrelated discussion.

We anticipated that intervention participants would deem it more important to confront discriminatory lan-

guage, and feel greater self-efficacy, compared to both control conditions. Additionally, changes in perceived impor-

tance would be greater for White participants, given that they would gain more insight through perspective-taking

compared to participants from minority-ethnic backgrounds, who might be more likely to have an existing under-

standing of the impacts of discrimination.

3 | METHODS

3.1 | Design and procedure

Groups of approximately 10 participants were randomly allocated to one of three 30-min discussions (Table 1).

Full facilitator instructions are available with the analysis code (https://osf.io/xvwqf/). Outcome measures were col-

lected after 3 weeks, at the end of the programme, in order to measure changes in attitudes rather than fleeting

reactions to the intervention. Participants and facilitators were blinded to hypotheses.

One hundred and seventy three facilitators responded to a feedback survey including a manipulation check.

Overall, most implemented the sessions as instructed, with no significant differences between conditions. Partici-

pants' level of engagement was reportedly high across all conditions. Therefore, our results are likely due to the

planned activities rather than variations in implementation.

3.2 | Participants

Our partner asked 871 participants from 131 teams who had taken part in the experiment to complete their

evaluation survey, which included our measures. Six hundred and thirty nine (73.4%) responded to our measures,

with no significant differences between conditions.

Due to a split survey design, ethnicity was only requested from a random subgroup. Among those (N = 276),

103 were White and 173 were from a minority-ethnic background (mostly South Asian, African and Caribbean

British), including 13 from a mixed White and minority-ethnic background. These participants were in ethnically

diverse teams, with a median normalised Teachman's index of .81 (Solanas, Selvam, Navarro, & Leiva, 2012).1 Below,

TABLE 1 Overview of the conditions

Condition Activity

1. Perspective-taking and action-

planning (N = 235)

Participants briefly write about an experience with a negative label. They

anonymously exchange the papers and take turns reading out the experiences

as if they were their own. All are asked to imagine and express what that

experience would feel like. Then they discuss possible reactions.

2. Self-disclosure and active

listening (N = 166)

Participants reflect on labels that others have attached to them. They select a

negative and positive label. In pairs, they share these experiences, and listen

actively.

3. Civic engagement (N = 238) Participants discuss matters that concern young people (e.g., climate change).

They create ideas for action, and read inspirational stories (e.g., about Greta

Thunberg).
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we present analyses for the full sample of 639 participants, followed by supplementary analyses for the subset that

reported their ethnicity (N = 276).

3.3 | Measures

Importance. Participants were asked, “In a team, how important is it to point out (either publicly or privately) if

others use language that may be offensive to members of certain backgrounds or lifestyles?” from 1 = not at all

important to 5 = very important.

Self-efficacy. Participants were asked, “In a team, how comfortable would you feel to point out (either publicly

or privately) if others use language that may be offensive to members of certain backgrounds or lifestyles?”, from
1 = not at all comfortable to 5 = very comfortable.

3.4 | Analytic approach

We estimated mixed-effects models, including random intercepts to account for shared variance within teams, using

the lme4 package in R (Bates, Mächler, Bolker, & Walker, 2015).

4 | RESULTS

Table 2 shows descriptives by condition. Importance did not differ across conditions, F(2, 87) = 0.88, p = .42. There

were significant differences for self-efficacy, F(2, 636) = 4.73, p = .009. Pairwise comparisons showed that the inter-

vention led to marginally higher self-efficacy than the self-disclosure condition, d = .23, 95% CI [.03, .43], p = .056,

and significantly higher self-efficacy than the civic engagement condition, d = .27, 95% CI [.09, .45], p = .021

(Figure 1).2

4.1 | Moderation by participants' ethnicity

We expected a greater change in importance and self-efficacy for White participants. Observed means followed that

pattern (Table 3). As ethnicity was only available for some participants, statistical tests had reduced power.

Consequently, omnibus tests suggested that ethnicity did not moderate importance, F(2, 244) = 1.96, p = .14 or

self-efficacy, F(2, 270) = 1.05, p = .35. However, when testing intervention effects for White and minority-ethnic

participants separately, analyses showed significant changes only for White participants. For importance, the inter-

vention had a large, marginally significant, effect on White participants, d = .60, 95% CI [0.16, 1.04], p = .057, and

no significant effect on minority-ethnic participants, d = .05, 95% CI [�.36, .41], p = .94. The intervention also led to

a large increase in self-efficacy for White participants, d = .47, 95% CI [.06, .93], p = .035, but not for minority-eth-

nic participants, d = .01, 95% CI [�.38, .39], p = .99.

TABLE 2 Means and SDs by condition

Condition N Importance Self-efficacy

1. Perspective-taking and action planning 235 3.92 (1.13) 3.75 (0.99)

2. Self-disclosure and active listening 166 3.78 (1.02) 3.52 (1.04)

3. Civic engagement discussion 238 3.82 (0.89) 3.49 (0.98)
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5 | DISCUSSION

Extending recent research (Abbott et al., 2020), we showed that group-discussions focused on perspective-taking

and action-planning bolster self-efficacy around challenging discrimination, particularly for White adolescents. Addi-

tionally, the intervention marginally increased White adolescents' perception of the importance of intervening as

compared to participants in the control condition (no consideration of discrimination). The inclusion of a second con-

trol condition that focused on self-disclosure of experiences of discrimination allowed us to assess whether the

effects are attributable to more specific features of our intervention. While our results on this are only marginally sig-

nificant, they suggest that perspective-taking and action planning had an incremental effect on self-efficacy, but not

on perceived importance.

The differences between ethnic majority and minority participants are in line with those observed in the inter-

group contact literature, where contact consistently has a greater effect on majority- than on minority-status partici-

pants (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). We expect that this was the case here because White participants gained more

novel insights in the course of the intervention, compared to minority-ethnic participants who have greater familiar-

ity with the realities of discrimination and exclusion. The fact that our intervention affected self-efficacy more than

perceived importance might be due to the context. Inclusiveness and non-discrimination are key values of the NCS,

F IGURE 1 Self-efficacy
for speaking up against
offensive language by
condition

TABLE 3 Means and SDs by condition and participants' ethnicity

White participants Minority-ethnic participants

Condition N Importance Self-efficacy N Importance Self-efficacy

1. Perspective-taking and action planning 48 4.21 (0.92) 3.92 (0.9) 64 3.83 (1.23) 3.56 (1.11)

2. Self-disclosure and active listening 21 4.19 (0.98) 3.71 (1.01) 63 3.71 (1.02) 3.57 (0.96)

3. Civic engagement discussion 40 3.72 (0.78) 3.52 (0.75) 40 3.78 (0.92) 3.55 (0.85)

WALLRICH ET AL. 5



so that positive interactions with members of different ethnic groups take place throughout the program

(Reimer, Love, Wölfer, & Hewstone, 2021).

Our results are conservatively estimated, against active controls and after a cooldown period of 3 weeks.

Furthermore, the field setting highlights the application potential in various educational contexts. However, we are

unable to clearly identify causal mechanisms, and found no evidence for the effectiveness of our intervention among

minority-ethnic participants. Additionally, we were limited in the amount of data we could collect, having to rely on a

single timepoint with single-item measures and no manipulation checks. Future research should consider whether inter-

ventions effects last over a longer period, and whether the intervention shapes behaviour as well as intentions. It

should also disentangle perspective-taking and action-planning to test whether the intervention works in less diverse

settings, and explore how minority-ethnic youth can be supported to challenge discriminatory language. Additionally,

an exploration of the effectiveness of this type of intervention in tackling different types of discrimination

(e.g., interpersonal versus intergroup) would be worthwhile. Finally, a qualitative exploration of the instances of discrim-

ination that adolescents share could add further insights, potentially also explaining the gap between ethnic groups.

In conclusion, the current study shows how a 30-min group discussion of discrimination experiences, focused on

perspective-taking and action-planning, could prompt higher self-efficacy for dealing with offensive discriminatory

language, 3 weeks later, particularly among White adolescents. Given that self-efficacy is a known precursor to

challenging general aggression, our findings suggest that self-efficacy interventions focused on challenging discrimi-

nation specifically, which can be implemented cheaply and easily, could facilitate bystander intervention against

discrimination in adolescence.
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ENDNOTES
1 Normalised Teachman indices range from 0 (all minority or majority-status) to 1 (equal numbers from minority- and

majority-status categories). An index of .88 (similar to the observed median) would describe a team consisting of seven

participants from one group and three participants from another group.
2 To enhance transparency, p-values for post hoc comparisons are reported after Holm–Bonferroni adjustment for three

comparisons, while confidence intervals are reported without adjustment.
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