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Abstract

Bias-based bullying (i.e., bullying due to marginalized identities) is a significant and ongoing challenge within contemporary
educational settings. Teachers are crucial in mitigating such harmful behaviors and cultivating positive peer relationships. The
present study explores teachers’ perceptions of and intervention intentions in bias-based bullying situations across diverse
cultural and educational settings. Using a between-subjects experimental design, primary and secondary teachers from 13
international sites located in Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and North America (n =4990) were randomly assigned to read
a hypothetical vignette depicting student victimization based on their ethnicity, learning difficulties, physical appearance,
gender expression, or sexual orientation. Multilevel linear models revealed that teachers’ perceptions varied depending on the
type of bias-based bullying, such that when teachers were presented with a situation of bullying based on gender expression
or sexual orientation, they reported lower levels of perceived responsibility, self-efficacy, and importance of responding when
compared to other types of bullying. At the same time, teachers were less likely to blame the victim of bullying and expressed
greater empathy towards involved students when being presented with a situation of weight-based bullying. However, there
were no significant differences in rated intervention intentions across conditions. Results have important implications for
teacher education and development, as well as for existing anti-bullying intervention programs.
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An important factor contributing to children’s well-being is ~ academic, socio-emotional, and health outcomes (Schoeler

their relationships at school. Research shows that experiences et al., 2018; Vergara et al., 2019). Unfortunately, bullying
of social exclusion and bullying are associated with decreased  is a global, large-scale problem affecting almost a third of
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all school-aged children across the world on a regular basis
(UNESCO, 2019). Students with marginalized identities or
those perceived to have these identities (e.g., LGBTQ +status,
minority ethnic/cultural backgrounds, learning differences)
are disproportionately more likely to experience bullying
compared to their peers without such identities (Gage et al.,
2021; Galan et al., 2021). Yet, the extant literature indicates
that even the most effective anti-bullying programs do not
eradicate bullying and often result in only modest reductions
(Gaftney et al., 2019; Garandeau & Salmivalli, 2019). Nota-
bly, a review of intervention studies suggests that current anti-
bullying programs are less effective in improving the situa-
tion for minority students specifically (Xu et al., 2020), and
another systematic review of bias-based bullying interventions
found that programs addressing stigma based on sex/gender
and race/ethnicity are still limited (Earnshaw et al., 2018).
Teachers have been shown to be instrumental in reduc-
ing bullying behaviors and increasing positive school cli-
mate. Teachers who are supportive of school safety and
promote positive student—teacher relationships can reduce
the rates of school aggression and foster healthier, more
peaceful relationships among all students (Espelage et al.,
2014; Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2015; Veenstra et al., 2014).
Teachers’ likelihood of intervening in bullying scenarios
are influenced by a range of factors including their self-
efficacy in managing bullying situations (Fischer et al.,
2021) and perceptions related to seriousness of the situ-
ation (Thornberg & Delby, 2019; Yoon, 2004). However,
our understanding of teacher perceptions towards bias-
based bullying is still limited. In order to reduce the risk of
bullying because of one’s real or perceived minority status,
it is essential to understand how different types of bias-
based bullying are viewed by the adults who are tasked
with addressing these situations (i.e., teachers). Addition-
ally, given the rise in bias-based bullying worldwide, and
the variety of conceptualizations of bullying that have
been documented across different cultures and regions (see
Smith et al., 2016), there is an urgent need to understand if
teacher perceptions also differ across geographic locations,
as this may warrant a need to develop unique prevention
and intervention efforts (e.g., Strohmeier, et al., 2021).
This study contributes to our limited knowledge of
teacher perceptions of bias-based bullying by exploring
how teachers vary in their perceptions of and intentions
to intervene in four types of bias-based bullying scenarios
across diverse cultural and educational contexts. This
study offers evidence from 13 different geographic loca-
tions, surveys teachers from both primary and secondary
schools, and uniquely provides a global overview of both
universal and context-specific patterns in how teachers
perceive bias-based bullying. The findings have impor-
tant implications for teacher education and development,
as well as for existing anti-bullying intervention programs.

@ Springer

Bias-Based Bullying

Until recently, much of the research on bullying has
focused on the consequences of different forms of bul-
lying behavior (e.g., physical, verbal, relational/social,
cyber), without paying enough attention to the content
of the bullying messages that are directed at the victim.
Yet, specific words that bullies use often end up being
internalized by victims, becoming a part of how they see
themselves (Boulton et al., 2010). Childhood and adoles-
cence are critical periods of identity development, when
youth may be most vulnerable to believing these kinds of
negative messages about the self, with long-lasting, nega-
tive, and occasionally devastating consequences (Reijntjes
et al., 2010).

Bias-based bullying is bullying behavior rooted in dis-
crimination where someone is targeted due to their per-
ceived or actual identity (Brinkman, 2015; Tippett et al.,
2010; Walton, 2018). In the school context, studies from
multiple countries including the United States, Canada,
Iceland, Australia, England, Scotland, and Wales suggest
that the following five attributes most commonly place stu-
dents at a high risk for bias-based bullying: racial or ethnic
minority status, learning difficulties, perceived weight dif-
ference, sexual minority status, and non-conforming gen-
der expression (Gage et al., 2021; Galén et al., 2021; Puhl
et al., 2016; Tippett et al., 2010). While actual status of
these attributes in the victim may or may not be present,
it is the perception of these attributes that is most influen-
tial to their respective vulnerability (Kisfalusi et al., 2020;
Mishna et al., 2020). For example, a child who identifies as
heterosexual may be the target of homophobic slurs, and
a student who is a native-born citizen may be told to “go
back where they came from.” Similarly, a child without
a diagnosed disability might still be subjected to ableist
slurs. Thus, it is the behavior of the perpetrator that defines
bias-based bullying, rather than specific characteristics of
the victim.

To date, much of what is known about bias-based bul-
lying is based on research that asks marginalized youth to
describe their experiences at school (Bucchianeri et al.,
2016; Galan et al., 2021; Poteat et al., 2021; Watson et al.,
2021). Across several countries, including Australia, Can-
ada, Iceland, and the United States (US), weight-based
victimization was found to be the most prevalent type of
bias-based bullying, affecting up to a quarter of all stu-
dents (Bucchianeri et al., 2016; Puhl et al., 2016). The
rates of ethnicity-based bullying have been found to vary
across countries in North America and Europe depend-
ing on their recent migration policies and levels of ethnic
diversity (Basilici et al., 2022). Interestingly, in North
America, higher ethnic diversity of the school predicted
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lower rates of bullying, while in Europe, higher ethnic
diversity was a risk factor for higher rates of bullying
(Basilici et al., 2022). One study from the US found that
5-10% of all students reported being bullied about their
sexual orientation, disability, or gender expression (Buc-
chianeri et al., 2016). These numbers appear particularly
high when the proportion of students who have observable
attributes pointing to their marginalized status is taken
into account. In the UK, nearly half of all sexual minor-
ity students reported experiencing harassment driven by
prejudice (Bradlow et al., 2017), and a US-based study
found that 37% and 82% of those students identifying as a
sexual minority reported experiencing physical or verbal
aggression based on their marginalized identity, respec-
tively (Kosciw et al., 2018).

Whether youth are targeted based on their actual or per-
ceived identity, bias-based bullying has been shown to have
severe, negative consequences for victims’ wellbeing. Stud-
ies from the US find that bias-based bullying is damaging to
victims’ self-image and self-worth leading to severe nega-
tive health outcomes such as depression, substance abuse,
self-injury, engagement in violent acts, and suicidal ideation
(Alvis et al., 2023; Galan et al., 2021; Tucker et al., 2016).
Additionally, research from the US, Europe and Australia
have found that experiences of being targeted for one’s mar-
ginalized identity are significantly more detrimental to one’s
well-being compared to general victimization (Jones et al.,
2018; Poteat et al., 2014; Sapouna et al., 2023). As well, in
US-based studies, the intersection of multiple marginalized
identities has been linked with more frequent incidents of
bullying and even more negative consequences for the victim
(Bucchianeri et al., 2016; Galan et al., 2021). Overall, the
existing research on bias-based bullying tends to be limited
primarily to North American and European contexts, with
some focus on Australia, and almost no focus on populations
in Africa and Asia. Most studies also focus on victimiza-
tion based on one identity, with race/ethnicity, weight, and
sexual orientation or gender expression being most common.
Studies that do compare multiple identities tend to primarily
be conducted with US-based populations. The majority of
the studies also focus on high school or secondary school
populations, with minimal studies examining elementary
or primary school populations. There is a pressing need
to examine multiple forms of bias-based bullying across
broader geographic locations and educational contexts.

Teachers’ Role in Addressing Bullying

Studies examining general forms of bullying find that teach-
ers play a crucial role in shaping the daily social environ-
ment of their students, whether through inadvertent actions
or intentional efforts (De Luca et al., 2019; Troop-Gordon

& Ladd, 2015; Veenstra et al., 2014). Finnish and US-based
studies have found that teachers who take an active role in
addressing bullying increase the likelihood of student reports
of bullying (Cortes & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014; Veenstra
et al., 2014). Additionally, a study from Italy found that
warm student—teacher relationships can encourage defending
behaviors (Jungert et al., 2016). Similarly, a study based in
the US found that teachers’ expectations can also influence
students’ motivation to help bullying victims (Thornberg
et al., 2012).

When it comes to bias-based bullying specifically, studies
looking at the role of teachers are scarce, and it varies by
the different forms. For example, higher levels of perceived
teacher responsiveness to ethnicity-based victimization
were found to be related to decreased prevalence of ethnic-
ity-based bullying and a more positive inter-ethnic class-
room climate among a Swedish sample (Bayram Ozdemir
& Ozdemir, 2020). In addition, Rose's et al. (2011) review
of the literature on bullying among youth with disabilities,
which included studies from the US and Europe, indicates
that teacher awareness and intervention can significantly
predict bullying perpetration, where lack of knowledge and
ineffective intervention can further exacerbate the bullying.
As well, teacher respect and support for cultural diversity
have been linked to reduced ethnic and racial bullying vic-
timization in US- and Canadian-based studies (Gage et al.,
2014; Lanza et al., 2018; Vitoroulis & Georgiades, 2017).

Factors That Influence Teachers’ Responses
to General Bullying

Lower levels of empathy (Boulton et al., 2014; Kollerova
et al., 2021; Strohmeier & Gradinger, 2021) and perceiv-
ing bullying situations as not serious (Maunder et al., 2010;
Thornberg & Delby, 2019; Yoon, 2004) have been found to
be significant predictors of teacher inaction in response to
bullying. Some research further indicates that the perceived
seriousness of a bullying situation mediates the association
between teachers’ empathy and their willingness to intervene
(Dedousis-Wallace et al., 2014). Additionally, not accepting
students’ socio-emotional well-being as part of their profes-
sional responsibility is associated with less teacher interven-
tion (Yoon et al., 2016). Blaming the victim and rationaliz-
ing bullying as a justified reaction also can affect teachers’
intentions to act (Chen, 2023). Moreover, it has been shown
that victims’ reaction to bullying can significantly affect
teachers’ interpretation of the situation and attribution of
blame (Sokol et al., 2016).

Teachers’ passivity, irrespective of its cause, can repre-
sent a serious threat to school safety. When teachers step
in to address a bullying incident, they not only stop vic-
timization in the moment, but they also send an important
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message to their students about what behavior is not toler-
ated at school (Cortes & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014; Old-
enburg et al., 2015; Yoon & Bauman, 2014). Considering
that the majority of school bullying occurs in the absence
of teacher supervision (Bradshaw et al., 2007; Khanolainen
et al., 2021), it is crucial for teachers to be proactive when it
does. Not surprisingly, students’ perceptions of their teacher
as indifferent towards bullying are associated with increased
rates of bullying (Saarento et al., 2013; Swearer et al., 2010).

In examining factors that influence teachers’ role in cre-
ating prosocial classroom environments, Ryan et al. (2015)
found that in the US, higher efficacy related to managing
peer relations at school predicted higher classroom quality.
At the same time, managing peer relations can be a signifi-
cant professional challenge for many, so much so that teach-
ers often report feeling least efficacious about managing peer
relations compared to the other areas of their professional
expertise (delivering instruction, facilitating student engage-
ment, and maintaining classroom discipline) (Ryan et al.,
2015). Findings indicating that teachers do not always have
professional confidence to address bullying has important
implications. A recent systematic review revealed that low
teacher self-efficacy related to school bullying is a common
problem and a consistent significant predictor of teachers’
passive approach (Fischer et al., 2021). Indeed, in practice,
low teachers’ self-efficacy often means that bullying inci-
dents remain not just unresolved but can even be completely
unacknowledged by teachers. Reassuringly, however, evi-
dence shows that teachers’ self-efficacy can be developed
over time. Anti-bullying professional development and
teaching experience are often associated with an increased
likelihood of teacher action (Kollerovi et al., 2021; Strohm-
eier & Gradinger, 2021). Specialized intervention programs
for teachers also were found to contribute to enhanced self-
efficacy (Espelage et al., 2023).

Factors that Influence Teachers’ Responses
to Bias-Based Bullying

Research aiming to identify specific teacher perceptions
and characteristics that predict their intervention in biased-
based bullying is also limited. A key factor promoting stu-
dent wellbeing might be teachers’ willingness to act imme-
diately before the problem of bias-based bullying grows
and its consequences become more difficult to remediate.
Similar to research on general forms of bullying, it has been
shown that positive student—teacher relationships, positive
school climate and perceived school safety were found to
buffer the negative effects of bias-based bullying among the
students experiencing low and moderate levels of victimiza-
tion (Golaszewski et al., 2018; Mulvey et al., 2018; Poteat
et al., 2021; Price et al., 2019). These factors, however, did
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not mitigate the negative impact of bias-based bullying in
students reporting significantly high levels of victimization,
likely because their negative effects were too great (Mulvey
et al., 2018; Price et al., 2019). Against this background it
is concerning to discover that teachers sometimes choose to
delay their intervention until they see that prejudice-moti-
vated victimization is reoccurring (Hay et al., 2024).
Research also shows that teachers with greater perceived
professional self-efficacy, confidence in their ability to make
an impact, and lower levels of personal bias have stronger
intentions to intervene in bullying incidents targeting sex-
ual minority and gender non-conforming students (Collier
etal., 2015; Nappa et al., 2018). As well, emerging research
indicates that teachers with a clear anti-bullying stance can
make a difference in the lives of ethnic minority students,
for example, when they employ a comprehensive approach
consisting of multiple strategies to address instances of eth-
nicity-based victimization (Bayram Ozdemir et al., 2021).
In the case of bullying due to students’ abilities, teachers
see the lack of relevant training and confidence as the main
barriers to active responding (Purdy & Mc Guckin, 2015).
Teachers also admit that when they do intervene in instances
of racist bullying and bullying due to abilities, they often
rely on ad hoc, instinctive actions (Hay et al., 2024; Purdy
& Mc Guckin, 2015). Though there is still limited research
across the different forms of bias-based bullying, what exists
tends to indicate that when teachers do intervene to address
bias-based bullying they can have a positive effect.

Current Study

Available research indicates that teachers have an important
role to play in addressing problematic social dynamics tak-
ing place at school. What is known so far warrants further
research into the mechanisms behind teachers’ behavior and
their immediate response in situations of bias-based bul-
lying. It is not yet clear if teachers have similar attitudes
towards different types of bias-based bullying, and if they
are equally willing to intervene to defend students who
are harassed about specific aspects of their identities. This
knowledge is crucial for developing and carrying out more
effective anti-bullying programs that protect all youth from
harassment, and especially youth with marginalized back-
grounds. Moreover, to date much of what we know about
teacher perceptions towards bias-based bullying, and its
subsequent implications on teacher training and develop-
ment as well as anti-bullying programs is based on limited
geographic locations, namely the US and Europe. Given the
diversities in identities globally and the limited research on
this topic, it is unclear if factors influencing teachers’ inter-
vention are context-specific or universal across the world.
Additionally, existing surveys of teachers have primarily
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focused on secondary school teachers, despite evidence sug-
gesting that bullying also occurs among younger primary
school-aged children (Glew et al., 2005; Yoon, 2004). The
current study sought to address these gaps in the literature
by conducting a large-scale, cross-cultural investigation that
compared teacher perceptions and intentions to intervene
across four different types of bias-based bullying. The goal
of this study is to answer the following research questions:

1. To what extent do teachers’ perceptions and intentions
to intervene in bias-based bullying vary depending on
contextual factors at (a) the school level (primary vs.
secondary) and (b) by geographic location?

2. How do teacher perceptions (e.g., perceived seriousness
of the situation, victim blaming, empathy for students)
and intentions to intervene (e.g., importance of respond-
ing, responsibility to intervene, intention to intervene,
and intervention self-efficacy) vary depending on the
type of bias-based bullying behavior observed?

3. Does the association between the type of bias-based
bullying and teacher perceptions/intentions to intervene
vary across geographic locations?

Method
Procedure

This study was organized as an international collaboration
involving 13 research teams located in Australia, Canada,
India, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Romania, Russia, Sweden,
Tanzania, Taiwan/Chinese Taipei, UK, and the US. An
anonymous survey was distributed among teachers in each
participating location in 2022-2023. The study utilized a
between-subjects design to assess teachers’ perceptions of
and willingness to intervene in five different scenarios of
types of bias-based bullying. Research teams from each
participating location adhered to the ethical guidelines for
research with human subjects established by their respective
research institutions. Each team was responsible for translat-
ing the original survey from English to their local language
while ensuring that the items retained the same meaning
intended in the original survey as well as documenting their
participant recruitment and data collection procedures. Prac-
ticing elementary and secondary teachers in each location
were invited to respond to a confidential survey. Most teams
distributed the survey online (e.g., using Qualtrics; n=12),
but one country (Tanzania) collected data using paper-and-
pencil measures.

After providing informed consent, participants were ran-
domly assigned to read one text-based vignette describing
an incident in a classroom where three students excluded
a fourth student from a group assignment while making

derogatory comments about the excluded student’s identity
(e.g., based on their weight/appearance, learning difficul-
ties, ethnic background, sexual orientation, or gender expres-
sion). Vignettes were designed for this study based on pre-
vious research on bullying that offered text-based vignettes
to teachers (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006; Starosta, 2022). Pri-
mary school teachers were shown one of the four follow-
ing vignettes: appearance/weight-based bullying, learning
difficulty-based bullying, race/ethnicity-based bullying, and
gender expression-based bullying. The survey for second-
ary school teachers included an additional fifth option—a
vignette featuring sexual orientation-based bullying (this
type of bullying is most likely to occur during secondary
school specifically; Fish et al., 2023).

Importantly, in the vignette showing bullying due to
learning difficulties, we chose to use the term “learning dif-
ficulties” as a more inclusive alternative to “learning dis-
abilities.” It could be argued that being targeted for hav-
ing learning difficulties does not constitute bias-based (i.e.,
ableist) bullying. However, it is important to highlight that
in our vignette, the bullying characters used the ableist slur
“idiot.” Given that the criteria for diagnosing learning dis-
abilities and identifying special learning needs vary sig-
nificantly across countries (Barow & Ostlund, 2020) and
considering that many individuals never receive an official
diagnosis despite having disabilities (Barbiero et al., 2019),
we opted for a more inclusive term not tied to any specific
diagnosis. This choice ensures the relevance of our vignette
across different national contexts included in our study.

As shown in Supplemental Materials (Tables D-J), two
countries (India and Tanzania) excluded the gender expres-
sion vignette and/or sexual orientation vignette from their
data collection battery due to context specific culture and
ethical regulations. After reading their scenario, participants
responded to a manipulation check where they were asked
to identify the type of bullying presented in their scenario.
Subsequently, all participants responded to a series of ques-
tions asking about their perceptions of the situation and their
willingness to intervene in similar situations.

Participants

The researchers in each location collected data from (1)
primary school teachers only (those teaching students
aged up to 12 years), (2) secondary school teachers
only (those teaching students aged up to 18 years; the
exact age ranges varied depending on the local educa-
tion system), or (3) among both primary and secondary
school teachers. The international sample totaled 6588
teachers. Eighty-three participants who indicated their
School Level as “other” (i.e., not primary or secondary)
were subsequently excluded from the sample, leaving
6534 teacher participants prior to consideration of the
manipulation check. The manipulation check included a
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single item that asked participants to correctly identify
the type of bias-based bullying depicted in the assigned
vignette. After considering participant’s responses to this
item, 76.4% (n=4990) of participants were included in
the final sample. A decision was made to include partici-
pants in the final sample if they did not provide an answer
to the manipulation check item, since they did not fail to
identify the condition to which they were assigned.

Overall, within the final sample 71% of participants
identified their gender as female (46 to 100% across
geographic locations), and 20% identified as a cultural
minority within their respective location (3 to 65% across
locations). In two of the participating locations (Australia
and Tanzania), data were exclusively collected from sec-
ondary school teachers, whereas in one location (Russia),
data were gathered only from elementary school teachers.
In the remaining 11 locations, 45% of teachers were at
the primary school level (55% secondary). The majority
of participating teachers indicated that they worked in
schools serving middle to high socioeconomic neighbor-
hoods; only 17% of teachers reported working in schools
in low-income neighborhoods. However, this varied
substantially across samples, with only 3% of teachers
in the Canadian sample indicating that they worked in
lower income schools compared to 54% of teachers in the
US sample. On average, participating teachers reported
having 14.6 years of teaching experience, ranging from
an average of 6.5 years in the Canadian sample to over
33 years in the Italian sample. More information about
sample demographics is included in Supplemental Mate-
rials (Tables A-J and Figures A-F).

Sample Attrition

The final sample sizes for each vignette condition across
participating locations is presented in Table 1. There are
two notable differences in the data after the manipulation
check. First, there were fewer participants in the vignettes
that described bullying due to a person’s gender expression
or sexual orientation. This difference is likely due to the
fact that fewer countries offered these vignettes during data
collection, resulting in a lower sample size. Additionally,
more of the participants in the Canadian sample provided
responses that did not match the assigned condition than
in any other location. Concerns over this difference can be
mitigated by the number of participants that were collected
in that site overall. No other systematic differences in pre-
and post-manipulation check attrition were observed across
data collection sites.

Measures

A list of outcome measures and the items used for each of
the measures are provided in Table 2. Across measures,
seven countries had participants respond to the statements
on a 5-point scale, with values ranging from 1 =strongly dis-
agree to 5 =strongly agree. However, data from 6 countries
were collected using different scales of measurement. Five
countries had participants respond to the scale variables on a
1 to 10 scale using the same anchors (e.g., 1 =strongly disa-
gree, 10 =strongly agree). Locations that used this response
set were reduced down to the 5-point scale for consistency
across countries. Rescaling variables was done in a way that

Table 1 Number of participants

e . Condition
per condition, by location
Geographic location Ethnicity Learning dif- Weight/ Gender/sexual Total (location)
ficulties appearance  orientation
Australia 8 13 11 10 42
Canada 170 152 185 142 649
India 205 203 203 0 611
Ireland 39 38 38 39 154
Italy 130 130 132 139 531
Poland 20 18 24 14 76
Romania 76 84 79 32 271
Russia 46 48 46 35 175
Sweden 42 47 34 78 201
Tanzania 102 102 95 0 299
Taiwan 120 145 136 111 512
UK 74 84 80 61 299
usS 310 322 308 230 1170
Total 1342 1386 1371 891 4990
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Table 2 Measures and their specific items

Outcome variable

Item(s)

Perceived seriousness
Victim blaming

Empathy for students

Perceived importance of responding

Perceived responsibility to intervene

In your opinion, how serious is this situation?
How likely is it that Student X (victim) brought this on him/herself?

I would feel sympathy for Student X (victim)

I would feel concerned about Student A (bully)
This situation makes me feel sad for Student X

I would feel angry about what Student A (bully) did

Relative to your other teaching demands, how important is it for you to
address this situation?

1 consider it to be part of my professional responsibility to resolve these
situations whenever they occur

I consider it to be part of my professional responsibility to prevent these
situations from happening

Perceived self-efficacy to intervene

I am confident in my ability to resolve this type of situation

I am sure that I can effectively prevent this type of situation from happening

Intention to intervene

How likely are you to intervene in the situation?

preserved the relative standing of a participant’s response
on the 10-point scale by serving as the denominator for the
smaller 5-point. One country opted to use an 11-point scale,
with the same anchors, but with values from O to 10, instead.
The same process was used to reduce scale variables to the
common 5-point scale. Four of the outcome variables were
measured using a single-item (perceived seriousness, victim
blaming, perceived importance of responding, and intention
to intervene). Average scores across items were calculated
for the three outcomes that were measured using multiple-
item scales: responsibility to intervene (Cronbach’s a=0.81)
and self-efficacy to intervene (Cronbach’s a=0.78), each
measured using two items, and empathy for students (meas-
ured using four items, Cronbach’s a=0.69).

More details on this study’s measures and procedures
(including the full texts of vignettes, all follow-up items and
manipulation checks) are available on this study’s Open Sci-
ence Framework page (osf.io/zjgvu).

Data Preparation and Coding

The gender expression and sexual orientation vignettes
were originally intended to be standalone comparison
groups. However, unlike the ethnicity, learning difficul-
ties, and weight/appearance vignettes, the gender expres-
sion and sexual orientation vignettes were divided, such
that scenarios depicting bullying based on differences
in the target student’s perceived gender expression was
exclusively given to primary school teachers, while the
scenario describing a situation where the target student
was excluded because of their perceived sexual orienta-
tion was primarily shown to secondary school teachers.
However, two locations did not include either vignette, and
two other locations submitted data for both vignettes from
primary and secondary school participants. Therefore, to

decrease the chance of spurious findings due to unequal
distribution of vignettes, the gender expression and sexual
orientation vignettes were coded as condition “3” and are
subsequently analyzed together (SOGI condition). This
resulted in a final sample with a relatively even distribu-
tion of participants across the four study conditions: 27%
ethnicity-based bullying, 29% bullying due to learning
difficulties, 25% weight-based bullying, and 19% SOGI-
based bullying.

The four study conditions were effects coded to identify
differences among the bias-based bullying scenarios. All
effects were weighted, such that bullying due to learning
difficulties (— 1) was used as the reference group for each
of the three remaining conditions (e.g., ethnicity, weight,
and gender/sexual orientation = + 1). Estimates of fixed
effects represent the contributions of vignettes describing
bias-based bullying due to the target’s appearance, eth-
nicity, and gender expression/sexual orientation, relative
to the grand mean of each outcome, and controlling for
the nested structure of the data. In order to obtain esti-
mates for the learning difficulties condition, one additional
effects-coded predictor was made to investigate differences
between this condition and the grand mean. To accomplish
this, the learning difficulties condition was coded as the
sole predictor at level 1, while the ethnicity condition was
used as the reference group (— 1). This additional effects-
coded predictor had to be included in separate models, in
order to avoid multicollinearity when the learning difficul-
ties condition was used as the reference group in the main
models. Levels 2 and 3 were likewise school level (level
2: 1 =primary level; 2 =secondary level), nested within
location (level 3: coded as samples 1-13). Comparisons
of model fit indices overwhelmingly supported the use
of random intercepts models over random intercepts and
slopes (¢ values were p > 0.05) across all seven outcomes.
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Analytical Plan

A series of seven multilevel regression models (MLMs)
were constructed to examine how teachers varied in their
perceptions of the vignette (e.g., perceived seriousness, vic-
tim blaming, empathy for students, importance of respond-
ing, responsibility to intervene, self-efficacy) and intention
to intervene. Models were built using the Ime4 version
1.1-35.1 package for R (Bates et al., 2015). Within each
of the models, individual teachers were first nested within
experimental condition (level 1), and subsequently nested
within school level (primary/secondary; level 2), and geo-
graphic location (level 3) to identify variance accounted for
by higher levels of the model.

To ascertain if variance in teacher perceptions existed
between teachers in different school levels and geographic
locations, the intraclass correlations (ICCs) for each null
model were calculated using ImerTest v. 3.1-3 (Kuznetsova
et al., 2017). This provides the proportion of unexplained
variance that can be partitioned at the school level (level 2),
and between location level (level 3) of the models for each
outcome. Based on the total variance attributed to school
level and location-level differences, random intercepts for
geographic location were subsequently added to each of the
seven multilevel models. To explore whether teacher per-
ceptions and intentions to intervene varied across type of
bullying, effects coded vignette conditions were included
in the random intercepts models as level one predictors of
each of the outcomes (as described above, one set of models
tested the effects of ethnicity-based bullying, weight-based
bullying, and SOGI relative to the grand mean, and a sepa-
rate set of models coded for differences for learning difficul-
ties relative to the grand mean). Finally, to examine if the
pattern of associations between type of bullying and each
of the outcomes varied across geographic location, random
slopes were added to the models with the same effects-coded
predictors to compare relative fit. Unfortunately, the addi-
tion of random slopes resulted in a decrease in model fit
for six of the seven outcomes and produced considerable

model convergence errors. Both the Akaike information cri-
terion (AIC) and Bayesian information criterion (BIC) were
smaller compared to the random intercepts-only model. Chi-
square statistics for these initial model comparisons were
also non-significant (all p values > 0.05), with two excep-
tions, indicating that the addition of a random slope did not
add to the explanation of the relationships in each model.
Random intercepts and slopes for empathy and responsibility
did have significant p values; however, the random intercepts
model was retained due to better AIC and BIC fit. Therefore,
a random intercepts model was preferred for models that
predicted perceived seriousness, victim blaming, empathy
for the victim, and perceived importance, responsibility,
and willingness to intervene. However, the inclusion of
random slopes had similar fit (AIC=12,984, BIC=13,145)
to the random intercepts-only model (AIC=12,982,
BIC=13,027), and significantly added to the interpreta-
tion of a teacher’s perceived self-efficacy to intervene, y?
(18)=34.203, p=0.012. Thus, unlike the previous models,
results for self-efficacy allow for random intercepts and
slopes. Levels 2 and 3 continued to be school level and loca-
tion, respectively. Model results are presented below for the
null models, and for the final models predicting each of the
seven outcome variables. All model comparisons statistics
are tabled in the supplemental materials (Tables K and L).

Results

Intra-class Correlation. The null models for all tested out-
come variables were statistically significant, indicating a
substantial proportion of variance could be attributed to the
higher-order grouping variables. As shown in Table 3, geo-
graphic location consistently accounted for the largest pro-
portion of between-group variance in teachers’ perceptions
and intentions to intervene in different types of bias-based
bullying. The ICCs for school level accounted for a com-
paratively small proportion of variance in all outcomes, with
ICCs ranging from 0.3 (victim blaming) to 3.7% (perceived

Table 3 Intraclass correlations
(ICCs) for null models and
primary outcomes

Null model Interclass correlation (ICC)
Outcome Intercept )4 School level: Pri- Geo-
mary/secondary graphic
location
Perceived seriousness 4.155 <.001 .023 238
Victim blaming 2416 <.001 .003 .380
Empathy for Students 3.927 <.001 .018 158
Perceived importance of intervening 4.462 <.001 .037 126
Perceived responsibility to intervene 4.377 <.001 .010 124
Perceived self-efficacy to intervene 3.871 <.001 .005 .168
Willingness to intervene 4.441 <.001 .010 .144
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importance of intervening). In contrast, between-location
differences ranged from 12.6% of unexplained variance in
perceived responsibility to respond, to 38.0% of unexplained
variance in victim blaming, indicating that the majority of
unexplained variance across outcomes existed between geo-
graphic locations. Across all study outcomes, more vari-
ance was attributed to differences between geographic loca-
tions compared to school level differences (e.g., primary vs.
secondary).

Perceived Seriousness of the Situation. There were no
differences between teacher ratings of perceived serious-
ness of the bias-based bullying situation compared to the
grand mean, whether it was happening because of a student’s
ethnicity, #=0.014, SE=0.017, p=0.404, their weight or
appearance, = —0.006, SE=0.018, p=0.733, or due to
their gender expression or sexual orientation, =0.002,
SE=0.018, p=0.894. Teachers who read a scenario of bul-
lying due to learning difficulties also did not significantly
differ in the perceived seriousness of the vignette, compared
to the grand mean, f= —0.013, SE=0.013, p=0.347.

Victim Blaming. Teachers that read the weight-based
bullying vignette were significantly less likely to blame the
victim for being bullied, f= —0.079, SE=0.021 p <0.001,
compared to the overall average response across bias-based
bullying scenarios. Teachers that read about ethnicity-based
bullying, f#=0.035, SE=0.021, p=0.086, and SOGI-based
bullying, f= —0.037, SE=0.022, p=0.093, did not differ in
their ratings, relative to the grand mean of victim blaming.
Similarly, in the models coding for learning difficulty-based
bullying, no significant differences were observed in how
much teachers blamed the victim relative to the grand mean,
$=0.026, SE=0.016.

Empathy for Students. Teachers expressed more empathy
for the students in the vignette when the scenario described
bullying based on the target student’s weight and appear-
ance, #=0.036, SE=0.015, p=0.021, compared to the
overall mean of empathy expressed by teachers across
vignettes. Teachers’ empathy ratings did not differ from the
grand mean for the ethnicity bullying scenarios, f= —0.013,
SE=0.015, p=0.306, and the gender or sexual orientation
scenarios, #<0.001, SE=0.017, p=0.999. No significant
differences were observed in teachers’ empathy toward stu-
dents bullied for their learning difficulties, relative to the
grand mean, = —0.002, SE=0.012, p=0.839.

Perceived Importance of Responding. Teachers who
were presented with the ethnicity-based bullying vignette
rated that it was more important to respond compared to
the average ratings of perceived importance across all sce-
narios, f=0.039, SE=0.017, p=0.022. At the same time,
the importance of responding to bullying due to a person’s
gender or sexual orientation was perceived as less important,
p=—0.042, SE=0.018, p=0.021, compared to the grand
mean. There were no differences in perceived importance for

teachers that read about bullying based on weight or appear-
ance, f= —0.030, SE=0.017, p=0.081.

Perceived Responsibility to Intervene. Teachers’ per-
ceived responsibility to intervene in bullying due to a stu-
dent’s gender and sexual orientation was lower, f= —0.038,
SE=0.019, p=0.039, compared to the average perceived
responsibility score. No significant differences in responsi-
bility to intervene were reported by teachers who read about
ethnicity-based bullying, f=0.010, SE=0.017, p=0.641,
nor were there differences in the weight and appearance
bullying condition, f= —0.005, SE=0.017, p=0.766.
No significant differences were observed in responsibility
to intervene among teachers who read about bullying due
to learning difficulties, f= —0.002, SE=0.012, p=0.839.

Perceived Self-efficacy to Intervene. Teachers reported
having a lower self-efficacy for responding to bullying that is
due to a student’s gender or sexual orientation, f= —0.096,
SE=0.041, p=0.038, than the grand mean of the sample.
Teachers did not significantly differ in their self-efficacy to
respond to bullying due to a student’s ethnicity, f= —0.007,
SE=0.024, p=0.791, nor due to their weight or appearance,
p=—-0.018, SE=0.020, p=0.382. However, teachers that
read about a student being bullied due to their learning diffi-
culties reported a higher sense of self-efficacy in their ability
to respond to the scenario, f=0.032, SE=0.014, p=0.024,
compared to the grand mean of self-efficacy.

Intention to Intervene. There were no significant differ-
ences in whether a teacher intended to intervene in bully-
ing due to the victim’s weight/appearance, f= —0.018,
SE=0.019, p=0.341, ethnicity, #=0.014, SE=0.019,
p=0.470, nor their gender expression or sexual orientation,
p=-0.026, SE=0.020, p=0.199, compared to the over-
all sample mean. Teachers in the learning difficulty-based
bullying condition also did not significantly differ in their
intention to intervene relative to the overall mean, f=0.010,
SE=0.015, p=0.494.

Contextualizing Location- and Condition-level Differ-
ences. To provide additional information about differences
in teacher perceptions and intentions to intervene in different
types of bias-based bullying across geographic locations, we
further investigated average scores for each of the outcome
variables. Across locations, results indicated that there was a
near ceiling effect for several outcomes, including perceived
seriousness, importance and responsibility to respond, and
intentions to intervene. For example, as shown in Fig. 1,
regardless of location and condition, teachers were on aver-
age over the center point of the scale measuring interven-
tion intentions. In other words, the average teacher in our
study was in agreement that they intended to intervene in
the bullying situation that they read about in the vignette,
regardless of location. Another reassuring trend revealed by
our study was that victim blaming was an outcome with the
lowest ratings (see Fig. 2). Victim blaming tendencies were
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not homogeneous across all locations and conditions, but
on average, teachers did not blame the target of bullying,
regardless of the bullying type.

Discussion

Bias-based bullying at school is a prevalent and persistent
problem with deeply damaging consequences, yet teachers
have the capacity to support affected youth within the school
context. The goal of this study was to examine if teachers
had different perceptions and intentions to intervene for
different types of biased-based bullying, and whether their
responses varied by school level and geographic location.
Utilizing a large dataset collected across 13 geographic loca-
tions in Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and North America,
this study is the first to provide an international comparison
of teacher perceptions of bias-based bullying, which is a
growing problem around the globe (Brinkman, 2015; Price
et al., 2019; Puhl et al., 2016; Tippett et al., 2010). Under-
standing how teachers feel about the different ways that stu-
dents can target others based on real or perceived aspects of
their identities, is an important first step towards designing
interventions and support mechanisms to enable educators
to tackle bias-based bullying when it occurs.

International Variability in Teacher Perceptions
of Bias-Based Bullying

Several interesting trends were identified in how teachers are
likely to perceive different situations of bias-based bullying,
depending on which aspects of the victim’s identity are tar-
geted by peers. Results of multi-level modeling revealed that
a significant proportion of variance in all outcomes could be
attributed to geographic location (including, perceived seri-
ousness of the observed situation, empathy for the involved
students, victim blaming, importance and responsibility to
respond to the situation, perceived self-efficacy, and inten-
tion to intervene). Specifically, most of the between-group
variance (up to 38%) was explained by location differences,
with very little variability observed between primary and
secondary teachers (nested within locations). These find-
ings suggest that contextual factors at the national level are
an important area to investigate when attempting to under-
stand teachers’ perspectives and willingness to intervene
in different types of bias-based bullying. For example, a
study of school bullying in the US found that schools with
greater diversity had lower rates of bias-based bullying (e.g.,
schools with a higher proportion of students receiving spe-
cial education had lower rates of bullying towards students
with special needs, and schools with higher racial/ethnic
diversity reported fewer incidents of bullying towards Black
and Hispanic students: Gage, et al., 2021). Extrapolating

these results to a national level would suggest that a coun-
try’s current and previous policies, and cultural values of
openness and acceptance towards individuals from differ-
ent backgrounds could be important predictors of how bias-
based bullying is addressed in schools. Although further
cross-country research is necessary to fully understand how
broader societal contexts influence social dynamics within
schools, some comparative evidence from North America
and Europe suggests that ethnicity-based bullying rates vary
and indeed reflect the contextual factor of recent migration
policies and levels of ethnic diversity (Basilici et al., 2022).
Consequently, such contextual variations could influence
how bias-based bullying prevention and intervention initia-
tives are designed, implemented, and received adding further
support to Pitsia and Mazzone’s (2021) argument that there
is a need for anti-bullying policies to be context-specific.
Without such context specific developments, the success of
any initiative may be limited.

Teacher Perceptions of Different Types of Bias-Based
Bullying

Although this study revealed significant contextual diver-
sity for most outcomes, a common theme was that most
teachers reported high levels of intention to intervene
across various types of bias-based bullying situations.
This trend was consistent across all 13 locations. Regard-
ing how teachers feel about the different types of bully-
ing depicted in the hypothetical vignettes, there are some
notable differences.

Weight-Based Bullying. When looking at situation of
weight-based bullying teachers were less likely to blame
the targeted student for being bullied, and expressed greater
empathy for the students involved in this type of bullying
compared to all other types of bias-based bullying. Weight-
based bullying has been previously identified as one of the
most common types of bias-based bullying across coun-
tries (Bucchianeri et al., 2016; Puhl et al., 2016). As such,
weight-based bullying is likely the most familiar type of
bias-based bullying for teachers, potentially contributing to
their increased ability to recognize and address it. Although
there has been a slight reduction in weight-based stigma
over the past decade, its levels remain high (Chivers et al.,
2022), and wider societal attitudes could be underlying this
behavior at school. Despite the prevalence of weight-based
bullying, however, teachers are not typically implicated in
perpetuating this bias, as most of them do not judge students
and their abilities based on weight (Shackleton & Camp-
bell, 2014). Teachers’ greater empathy for victims of weight-
based bullying also may reflect their perception that most
people experience negative feelings about their appearance
at times (McGrath et al., 2023; Quittkat et al., 2019), and
children who are still developing should not be blamed for,
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or treated differently, because of differences in their physi-
cal size.

Ethnicity-Based Bullying. In contrast to weight-based
bullying, responding to bullying due to a student’s eth-
nicity was found to be more important for teachers than
responding to other types of bias-based bullying. However,
no other differences emerged in teachers’ ratings of empa-
thy, responsibility, self-efficacy, or intentions to intervene
in this type of bias-based bullying compared to the other
forms. This highlights an unexpected contrast in teach-
ers’ feelings about bullying situations that center around
the target student’s ethnic or cultural background. Despite
heightened awareness of the importance of responding to
this type of bullying, teachers in this study did not indicate
that they were more likely to intervene, or that they felt
more (or less) prepared to do so compared to other types of
bias-based bullying. Other research that examined teach-
ers’ reactions to a hypothetical situation of ethnic-based
cyber-bullying found that teachers were significantly more
likely to report that they would ignore the incident if they
had morally disengaged beliefs about online harassment
and their school lacked guidelines for how to handle hate
messages (Strohmeier & Gradinger, 2021). Another study
of over 5000 US educators found that teachers overwhelm-
ingly requested more training related to ethnicity-based
bullying (Bradshaw, et al., 2013). Yet, most of the exist-
ing anti-bullying programs have not been designed for use
with ethnically diverse populations (Xu et al., 2020). More
information is needed about the specific strategies that
teachers could use to respond to incidents of ethnic-based
bullying, and the skills and training that would support
them in addressing it effectively.

Gender and Sexual Orientation-Based Bullying. Regret-
tably, a different trend was observed regarding bullying
based on the target student’s gender expression or sexual
orientation. Teachers in this study indicated that it was less
important to respond to this type of bias-based bullying
and felt /ess responsible for intervening when the student
in the vignette was bullied due to a non-conforming gen-
der expression or sexual orientation (compared to other
types of bias-based bullying). At the same time, teach-
ers also reported feeling that they were less prepared to
handle this type of bullying (i.e., lower self-efficacy).
This finding is alarming, considering that prevention and
immediate action are the best strategies that teachers can
adopt to ensure the mental wellbeing of their students
with LGBTQ +identities. Preventative measures and swift
responses are essential because the negative impact of this
type of bias-based bullying is known to be resistant to
later mitigation efforts (Mulvey et al., 2018; Price et al.,
2019). Furthermore, bullying related to a student’s gender
expression or sexual orientation is quite common (Brad-
low et al., 2017; Kosciw et al., 2018). Consequently, it is
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not surprising that a recent systematic review has found
interventions aimed at reducing bullying based on gender
expression or sexual orientation to be the most prevalent
among youth stigma-based anti-bullying programs (Earn-
shaw et al., 2018). Despite these efforts, addressing this
type of bullying remains challenging for teachers world-
wide. Moreover, most interventions are limited to Europe
and North America, with no interventions related to sexual
orientation and/or gender expression found in Africa, Asia,
or South America (Earnshaw et al., 2018).

Bullying due to Learning Difficulties. Finally, compared
to the other types of bias-based bullying, teachers in this
international study reported significantly higher levels of
self-efficacy for responding to situations where the targeted
student was excluded because of their academic perfor-
mance. Our finding somewhat supports previous research
showing that students' learning difficulties and special
educational needs generally do not negatively impact the
quality of their relationships with teachers (Berchiatti et al.,
2022). Our finding is also reassuring as students with learn-
ing difficulties are significantly more likely to experience
bullying at school (Berchiatti et al., 2022) and special needs
make students more dependent upon adults at school and
teachers’ awareness and intervention efforts can signifi-
cantly impact bullying perpetration (Craven et al., 2015;
Rose et al., 2011). Social support from teachers has been
found to reduce depressive symptoms among youth with dis-
abilities who have experienced cyber victimization (Wright,
2017). Additionally, teacher-student relationships with low
conflict and high warmth were found to be associated with
lower levels of depression among youth with intellectual
disabilities (Olivier et al., 2020). The higher reported levels
of self-efficacy offer a reassuring finding also because pre-
vious research has identified a lack of training to prepare
new teachers to address bullying of students with disabilities
(Purdy & McGuckin, 2015). Studies suggest that teachers
who receive appropriate intervention training can maintain
their sense of efficacy in addressing the individual needs of
students with disabilities (Farmer et al., 2010; Meadan &
Monda-Amaya, 2008).

Study Limitations and Strengths

The current study was not without some limitations. The
study adopted an experimental design where the teachers
responded to hypothetical vignettes, which limits the gener-
alizability of its findings. Examining how teachers respond
to hypothetical vignettes is not the same as studying how
they would respond in real-life situations, which means that
the ecological validity is somewhat threatened (Cicourel,
1982). Future studies could gather data from teachers
based on situations of bias-based bullying that they have
encountered in real life. Although this study enabled the
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comparison of teacher perceptions of four different types of
bias-based bullying, it lacked a control condition making it
difficult to determine if teachers would respond differently
when a student is targeted because of their identity compared
to general bullying or being excluded for some other reason
(e.g., because the target student was absent on the day the
project was assigned). Such comparisons would be useful
to include in future research to determine if teachers tend to
perceive bias-based bullying differently than other forms of
peer conflict. Additionally, the study utilized self-report sur-
veys and respondent bias such as social desirability bias may
have impacted teachers’ intervention intention responses.
Moreover, not all conditions were able to be measured
across all geographic locations due to the sensitive nature of
some conditions. As well, the sexual orientation and gender
identity vignettes were coded as one condition due to the
vignettes being divided between primary school and sec-
ondary schools, some countries not including the vignettes
and some collecting data on both across both school levels.
Future studies should explore sexual orientation and gender
expression separately to parse out potential differences.

Future research should also consider bias X location
interactions to investigate cultural differences in how teach-
ers interpret and respond to specific forms of bias-based bul-
lying. Our analysis, while exploratory, indicated that in some
countries (e.g., Sweden), there appeared to be no differences
in intention to intervene across the different bias-based bul-
lying scenarios, whereas in other locations (e.g., Australia),
teachers reported greater differences in their perceptions and
intentions to intervene in the different bias-based bullying
situations.

At the same time, it is important to note that fundamental
and conceptual differences in how bias-based bullying is
perceived and experienced across cultures may have contrib-
uted to scale non-invariance between geographic locations.
Outcomes in this study may also be non-invariant across
contexts, for reasons beyond cross-cultural differences in
understanding. Six outcomes in the study were either explic-
itly measured as single-item factors (i.e., intervention intent,
seriousness, victim blaming, importance), or consisted of
two, strongly correlated indicators that were more interpret-
able when combined (> 0.70; i.e., responsibility and self-
efficacy). Single-items indicators are useful survey inclu-
sions when the target population may be time-limited or if
the designers wish to reduce cognitive load imposed upon
participants. At the same time, multi-item indicators are
more reliable, as repeated measures can counter sources of
within-participant error, such as misunderstanding items, or
encountering distractions in the survey environment (Allen
et al., 2022). Further, some teams used 5-point Likert-type
scales, while others used 10-point scales for the same sur-
vey. Reducing the 10-point scales unintentionally could pro-
duce scale non-invariance between geographic locations by

changing the descriptive statistics of the measure (Dawes,
2008). There were also variations in ceiling effects among
the outcomes. Highly restricted ranges among teacher
responses from one geographical region may be flagged as
non-invariant compared to an equally high, but unequally
restricted (i.e., wider response distribution; Edwards &
Soland, 2024).

Moreover, it is important to clarify how the manipula-
tion check was applied in this study. Specifically, we chose
to exclude only participants who failed the manipulation
check, while retaining those who did not answer the question
(10.71% of the sample, n=536). This decision was informed
by practical constraints and the need to preserve the integrity
of certain datasets. For example, our team in Tanzania col-
lected data using paper-and-pencil hand-outs that did not
include the manipulation check question. As a result, apply-
ing a strict pass/fail criterion would have excluded all par-
ticipants from this location. Additionally, in some other loca-
tions, the manipulation check question was not a mandatory
item, and a subset of participants (n=237) skipped it. These
participants were predominantly from our largest geographic
sub-samples, including Canada, Italy, Taiwan, the UK, and
the US. Importantly, these participants do not significantly
impact the statistical power of these sub-samples, given their
relatively small proportions (ranging from approximately
3% in the US to about 9% in the UK). Nevertheless, we
acknowledge that the inclusion of these participants might
have slightly influenced the results of this study.

To determine what could have influenced the likelihood
of teachers passing the manipulation check, a series of chi-
square and Student’s 7 tests were conducted to compare
the frequencies and means of various teacher descriptives
along the pass/fail dimension. There were pass/fail differ-
ences in frequencies between teacher gender, X2 (1)=75.64,
p<0.001, with male teachers more likely to pass than female
teachers, OR =1.70, p <0.001, 95% CI [1.50; 1.91]. Differ-
ences in pass/fail were also observed by school level, X2
(1)=12.92, p<0.001, as secondary school teachers were
more likely to pass than primary school teachers, OR =1.24,
p<0.001,95% CI[1.10; 1.39]. Similarly, teachers with more
years of teaching experience were more likely to pass the
manipulation check (M =14.14, SD=52.05), than teach-
ers with fewer years of experience (M =10.74, SD=9.71),
1(5431)= —4.19, p<0.001. In short, the teacher or school-
level characteristics underlying the passing or failing of the
manipulation check was varied. Future studies should ensure
consistent teacher- and school-level characteristic questions,
in order to control for differential pass/rates associated with
identifying (or not) types of identity-based bullying.

Finally, in this study, convenience sampling was employed
in each geographic location to facilitate data collection. Par-
ticipants were recruited based on their accessibility and will-
ingness to participate; however, each research team in our

@ Springer



International Journal of Bullying Prevention

international project took deliberate steps to distribute the
survey broadly to ensure diverse representation within their
respective samples. While this approach enhanced feasibility
and included varied perspectives, it may limit the generaliz-
ability of our findings to wider populations.

Despite these limitations, the study provides significant
contributions to the literature. To date, there have been no
cross-national studies that have compared and explored the
four forms of biased-based bullying included in this study.
Starosta (2022) was the first to compare teachers’ percep-
tions of two forms of bias-based bullying, ethnicity-based
bullying and sexual orientation-based bullying using a
sample of Canadian secondary school teachers. The present
study expands on Starosta (2022) by conducting a cross-
national sample of both primary and secondary school
teachers and including two additional forms of bias-based
bullying, academic-based bullying, and weight-based bul-
lying. Additionally, each research team translated all survey
materials to reflect cultural and linguistic contexts relevant
to teachers in their jurisdiction, decreasing the risk of cross-
cultural scale invariance, and increasing the face validity of
each outcome. Using single-item outcomes also allowed the
survey to capture more information from teachers, while also
reducing the cognitive demands associated with carefully
reading through the study vignettes. Future work investi-
gating bias-based bullying in international samples should
focus on fewer, but multi-item, outcome indicators. The
present work serves to explore the dynamics of bias-based
bullying across a variety of outcomes, geographic locations,
and school levels.

Implications for School-Based Efforts to Reduce
Bullying

By utilizing a large international sample that spans five
continents, the current study has important implications
for training of teachers in response to bullying situations.
Previously, teachers’ perceived seriousness (van Gils et al.,
2023) and self-efficacy (Fischer et al., 2021) were found to
be linked with intervention intentions. Our results, however,
showed differential perceived seriousness and self-efficacy
across different types of bullying situations, but a lack of
significant differences in perceived intervention intentions.
Similarly, Dawes et al. (2022) found that teachers viewed
physical and cyberbullying as most serious, with social bul-
lying being seen as the least serious offense. In either case,
it seems important for teachers to view all forms of bullying
as serious in order to effectively intervene in them.

With respect to intervention, research has shown that
teachers and pre-service teachers often express that they do
not feel trained to intervene in these situations, sometimes
intervening in ways that cause harm (Dawes et al., 2023;
D’urso et al., 2022; Purdy & McGuckin, 2015). Given recent
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research studies showing the quality of intervention being
related to lower rates of bullying (Burger et al., 2022; Tol-
matcheff et al., 2023), teacher education and development
programs should include specific training for teachers in how
to intervene effectively in bias-based bullying situations. For
example, within specific bias-based situations, results from
our study suggest a need to raise awareness of the severity of
bullying due to one’s racial/ethnic background and sexuality
or non-conforming gender expression. Such training should
include information for teachers about how discrimination
in schools has been found to negatively impact minority
students’ mental health and academic outcomes (Assari &
Caldwell, 2018; O’Hara et al., 2012). Similarly, students
who are perceived as LGBTQ often demonstrate lower aca-
demic performance and a lack of school belonging (Moyano
& del Mar Sanchez-Fuentes, 2020). Raising awareness about
the specific negative consequences of bias-based bullying,
and how it may be different from other forms of bullying,
is an important first step in preparing teachers to address it.

Equally important is educating teachers about the positive
impact they can have in the lives of their students, especially
those who hold minority identities. Previous research has
shown that increasing the number of safe adults at school
(Seelman et al., 2015), teacher support (Gale, 2020), as well
as culturally responsive teachers have each been shown to
be protective factors (Bottiani et al., 2020) for ethnic minor-
ity and LGBTQ youth. In the context of the current results
showing a lesser perceived severity for ethnic and sexuality/
gender-based bullying highlights the importance of inclusive
teacher training. Systemic efforts are also needed to sup-
port teachers in preventing bias-based bullying, including
school policies and procedures that emphasize the severity
and importance of intervening in both ethnicity and sexual-
ity/gender-based bullying.

Having said that, we would like to stress that biases are
deeply embedded within historical and cultural contexts,
shaping the ways in which stigma and bias manifest and
can be addresses, as highlighted by Earnshaw et al. (2018)
in their systematic review of bias-based bullying interven-
tions. It is therefore crucial to contextualize recommenda-
tions for bias-based bullying interventions according to
the specific cultural and societal norms of each country.
While the importance of addressing bias-based bullying is
universal, assuming that teachers across different contexts
have the same opportunities to address it, even if they share
similar views on its seriousness, would be overly simplistic.
The strategies and starting points for tackling bias-based
bullying must align with the unique cultural and societal
frameworks in which schools operate, ensuring that inter-
ventions are both culturally sensitive and practical for the
local context. Considering that even anti-bullying interven-
tion programs without explicit bias-based bullying compo-
nents can vary significantly in their effectiveness depending
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on cultural context (Strohmeier et al., 2021), we encourage
future studies to investigate how bias-based bullying inter-
ventions can be effectively tailored to diverse cultural set-
tings. Such research could explore not only the adaptation
of intervention content but also the mechanisms for delivery
that resonate with the values, beliefs, and practices of spe-
cific educational systems.

Conclusion

Information about how teachers perceive different types of
bias-based bullying across countries is needed to inform
teacher training and enhance the effectiveness of existing
anti-bullying interventions. This study found that teachers
report high levels of intention to intervene across various
types of bias-based bullying situations but vary in their per-
ceptions of victims and empathy for the students involved,
their responsibility and perceived importance of responding
to the situation, and their self-efficacy to intervene, depend-
ing on which aspects of the victim’s identity are being tar-
geted by bullies. Schools are a place where all students are
entitled to feel safe and respected for who they are (United
Nations, 1989). Empowering educators with tailored strate-
gies to effectively address the distinct forms of bias-based
harassment is crucial for ensuring that all children, regard-
less of their background, have equitable access to education.
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