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Abstract

In this theory-driven experimental field intervention, we

used vicarious intergroup contact, a popular prejudice-

reduction strategy, to fight stigma-based bullying. We

focused on the role of peer norms, manipulated by ask-

ing participants to work individually or collectively in rein-

forcing activities following vicarious contact (operational-

ized as story reading). Participants were 346 Italian 4th-5th

grade primary school children (48% females). Participants

were allocated to a 2 (Target: outgroup vs. ingroup vicar-

ious contact) × 2 (reinforcing activities: collective vs. indi-

vidual) experimental design. Results revealed that outgroup

(vs. ingroup) vicarious contactwas indirectly associatedwith

greater intentions to react toname-calling and socially exclu-

sionary behavior (two common forms of bullying) toward

foreign children, only when participants collectively negoti-

ated responses to reinforcing activities.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Stigma-based bullying represents a common and dangerous form of bullying. However, interventions specifically

focused on it are relatively rare (Earnshaw et al., 2018). Recent research has taken into account the group-based

nature of bullying, highlighting the role of factors such as peer support and social norms (Jones et al., 2012; Salmivalli &

Voeten, 2004), yet, mainly focusing on interpersonal rather than stigma-based bullying. In doing so, it has not provided

direct evidence for the role of a relevant group-based factor (i.e., social norms) in driving the effects of a stigma-based

bullying reduction intervention among children.

To address these gaps, we conducted a vicarious contact experimental intervention, specifically designed to tar-

get social norms against race-based bullying as a type of stigma-based bullying. Specifically, we focused on peer

norms, because peers represent the immediate social context where stigma-based bullying occurs in school. Draw-

ing on the larger intergroup contact literature (Cameron & Turner, 2017), researchers read ad-hoc created sto-

ries to small groups of majority (Italian) primary school children; the stories depicted ethnic minority characters

being bullied because of their different ethnicity, before being socially included. Social norms were manipulated

by means of activities which were collectively (vs. individually) performed after reading the story. The depen-

dent variables were intentions to react to two common forms of bullying, specifically, name-calling and exclu-

sionary behavior. To the extent that the consequences of stigma-based bullying on well-being may be especially

severe in childhood, we believe this study has important theoretical as well as practical implications (Gee et al.,

2012).

1.1 Developmental intergroup approach and social reasoning development
perspective

The present study moves from the developmental intergroup approach developed by Palmer and Abbott (2018;

see also Jones et al., 2017) in relation to stigma-based bullying. It posits that intergroup processes constitute an

important part of children’s development (Abrams & Killen, 2014; Abrams et al., 2017; Rutland & Killen, 2015; Rut-

land et al., 2010). In line with cognitive developmental theory, during middle to late childhood, children develop

a set of cognitive abilities relevant to intergroup processes, shifting the focus from the self to the group (Aboud,

1988, 2008; Levy et al., 2016). In this period, cognitive abilities related to abstract reasoning in social catego-

rization increase (Aboud & Spears Brown, 2013), and children develop perspective-taking and multiple classifica-

tion skills (Aboud, 2003; Abrams et al., 2008). Importantly, they display increased reliance on group norms, which

contribute to the formation of outgroup attitudes (Abrams & Rutland, 2008; Miklikowska, 2017; Nesdale et al.,

2005; Rutland et al., 2005). Knowing that peers endorse social norms against bullying may make bystander chil-

dren more likely to intervene in bullying episodes, since they do not have to fear negative repercussions from

them.

The developmental intergroup approach presented above is consistent with the developmental intergroup per-

spective, which assigns a key role to group processes in the examination of children’s prejudice (Rutland et al.,

2010). Bridging social psychological theories of intergroup relations and social cognitive developmental theories,

this perspective recognizes that group norms can motivate social reasoning and intergroup attitudes, to the extent

that adherence to group norms is more relevant than group membership. For example, Mulvey et al. (2014) found

that children and adolescents were more likely to include in their group an outgroup member who endorsed the

group norm rather than an ingroup member who challenged the norm. Given that children believe that ingroup

members disapprove challenges to group norms (McGuire et al., 2019), mainly because they are often seen as

a threat to group identity, it is important to create positive shared group norms that individuals are unlikely to

challenge.
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784 COCCO ET AL.

1.2 Stigma-based bullying

Stigma-based bullying refers to bullying of a person because of prejudice and discrimination toward the group s/he

belongs to, for instance on the basis of ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, disability (NASEM, 2016). Majority, high-

power groups are especially likely to engage in stigma-based bullying, which generally has more detrimental effects

for the victims compared to interpersonal bullying (Killen et al., 2013; Russell et al., 2012).

Recent research has moved beyond considering bullying as an individual and interpersonal phenomenon, recog-

nizing the role of the group and the larger social context (Jones et al., 2009; Meter & Card, 2015; Salmivalli, 2010).

Research has highlighted in particular the role of social norms and peers, who are involved in the majority of bullying

episodes (Atlas & Pepler, 1998), contributing to its perpetuation (Hong & Espelage, 2012). Although peer interven-

tion can be effective (Frey et al., 2014), peers rarely intervene to stop bullying (Craig & Pepler, 1997). When group

norms support (interpersonal) bullying, involvement in bullying ismore likely (Duffy&Nesdale, 2009), while defending

behavior is inhibited (Espelage et al., 2012). In contrast, anti-bullying norms are associated with increased defending

behavior (Lucas-Molina et al., 2018; Salmivalli et al., 2011).

The role of group-level factors also emerges when considering stigma-based bullying (Jones et al., 2017). It was

found that 7-9-year-old children’s intentions to bully were lower when the ingroup had an outgroup-liking (vs. out-

group disliking) norm (Nesdale et al., 2008). In another study,when the ingroup normwas pro-bullying, 10-13-year-old

children’s perceptions that the ingroup member should be retained in the ingroup were higher when s/he bullied an

outgroupmember, and lowerwhen s/he helped an outgroupmember (Ojala &Nesdale, 2004). There is now consistent

evidence that stigma-based bullying and associated phenomena, such as social exclusion, are stronger when the bully

and bystanders share group membership (Nesdale et al., 2013; Palmer et al., 2015) and when they are supported by

social norms (Brenick &Romano, 2016; Duffy &Nesdale, 2009; Gini, 2007; Jones et al., 2011). However, empirical evi-

dence for the role of social norms in promoting bystanders’ defending reactions in stigma-based bullying is lacking (for

exceptions, see Gonultas &Mulvey, 2021; Palmer et al., 2015).

1.3 Stigma-based bullying interventions

Stigma-basedbullying is related to constructs such as bullying andprejudice anddiscrimination (Earnshawet al., 2018;

Palmer & Abbott, 2018). Interventions designed to target interpersonal bullying may be less effective in lowering

stigma-based bullying (Evans et al., 2014). We argue that, since stigma-based bullying is driven by prejudice, interven-

tions typically used to reduce prejudicemay be adapted to target stigma-based bullying (Earnshaw et al., 2018).

Studies on interventions specifically addressing stigma-based bullying are relatively rare. Earnshaw et al. (2018)

conducted a systematic review, identifying 21 stigma-based bullying interventions. Of these, only five targeted chil-

dren aged 10 years or younger, and only two addressed bullying based on race/ethnicity. Furthermore, only three

interventions (none of which was conducted with children aged 10 years or younger) used contact theory as the guid-

ing framework.

According to the contact hypothesis, positive contact between groups can reduce prejudice (Hodson &Hewstone,

2013; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Tropp & Prenovost, 2008; Vezzali & Stathi, 2021). Direct, face-to-face contact is

also effective in fostering bystanders’ intentions to intervene in stigma-based bullying situations (Abbott & Cameron,

2014; Dessel et al., 2017; Palmer et al., 2017). Antonio, Guerra, andMoleiro (2017) provided preliminary evidence for

the roleof indirect (that is not face-to-face) intergroupcontact.Usinga sampleofheterosexual adolescents, they found

that extended contact (an indirect form of contact based on knowing that ingroup members have outgroup friends;

Vezzali et al., 2014) was associated with increased intentions to help gay people in homophobic bullying situations.

In the present article, we rely on vicarious contact, an indirect contact form conceptually similar to extended

contact, which posits that observing positive interactions between ingroup and outgroup members ameliorates
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COCCO ET AL. 785

intergroup attitudes (Vezzali et al., 2014; White et al., 2021; Wright et al., 1997). Vicarious contact, generally imple-

mented by means of story reading in educational contexts, has been successfully implemented to reduce preju-

dice. Cameron and colleagues conducted a series of studies based on reading stories of positive contact between

ingroup andoutgroup characters (Cameron&Rutland, 2006;Cameron et al., 2007;Cameron et al., 2006). Researchers

methodically prepared these stories, read and discussed them with small groups of children. Results from these

and other studies conducted in different cultural contexts showed the effectiveness of story reading for prejudice-

reduction toward different target outgroups (Aronson et al., 2016; Cocco et al., 2021; Greenwood et al., 2016; Husnu

et al., 2018; Liebkind et al., 2014; Liebkind et al., 2019;Mäkinen et al., 2019;McKeown et al., 2017).

Social norms are key underlying processes of vicarious contact (White et al., 2020). The effects of vicarious con-

tact among children are mediated by favorable ingroup norms toward the outgroup (Cameron et al., 2011; Cocco

et al., 2021). Given the key role of social norms in guiding behavior (Jetten et al., 1996), as well as their importance

in explaining the effects of vicarious contact (White et al., 2020), and the group-based nature of stigma-based bullying

(Jones et al., 2017), we focused on group norms as themediating process.

1.4 The present research

The aim of the present study is to test the effectiveness of a vicarious contact intervention and of social norms in

fostering child bystanders’ intentions to counteract race-based bullying (i.e., a specific form of stigma-based bullying).

Assertive bystander behavior may be particularly effective for tackling intergroup name-calling, as peer bystanders

have been found to be present in as many as 85% of bullying incidents (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Craig & Pepler, 1995).

Assertive bystanders can help establish new social norms and intergroup attitudes of tolerance and acceptance

(Aboud & Joong, 2008). Participants were Italian 4th and 5th grade primary school children; the outgroup was rep-

resented by children of a foreign background.

We decided to focus our analysis on the relationship between Italian children and children of a foreign back-

ground in light of the high and growing percentage of individuals with foreign origins in Lombardia (11.5%) and

Emilia-Romagna (12%), where the intervention was administered, in comparison with the percentage of foreigners

in Italy (8.5%). Such percentages are reflected in the percentage of primary school children of a foreign background

(16.9% and 17.04% in Lombardia and Emilia-Romagna, respectively), compared with the Italian situation (11.4%; Ital-

ian National Institute of Statistics, 2021).

In line with literature on vicarious contact based on story reading (see Vezzali & Stathi, 2021, Chapter 3), we cre-

ated an ad-hoc story, in which a child is bullied because of his/her origin, but then is helped and supported by peers,

leading to the social inclusion of the child and reconciliationwith the bully. A researcher read the story to small groups

of children. In the outgroup vicarious contact condition, the victimwas a child of different ethnicity. To provide a strin-

gent test for our hypotheses, in the ingroupvicarious contact condition childrenengaged in an identical intervention as

those in the outgroup vicarious contact condition. In this case, however, all characters belonged to the ingroup. There-

fore, children in the ingroup vicarious contact condition also took part in a bullying intervention. Finding an effect of

outgroup vicarious contact against this control condition (i.e., ingroup vicarious contact condition)would demonstrate

the specificity of stigma-based (compared to interpersonal) bullying, as well as the need of conducting interventions

specifically focused on stigma-based bullying.

Tomanipulate social norms, we relied on reinforcing activities, administered immediately after story reading. In the

collective reinforcing activities condition, for each reinforcing activity, participantswere asked tonegotiate a response

and provide it collectively. In this way, they were given the chance to create a shared social norm against bullying

together with their peers. We also included a control condition where reinforcing activities were conducted individu-

ally.

For our dependent variables, we focused on responses to two common forms of bullying that can cause damage to

children’s well-being, namely name-calling and social exclusion (Aboud & Joong, 2008; Abrams et al., 2007).
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786 COCCO ET AL.

Because literacy skills are one of the best predictors of narrative listening comprehension (Kendeou et al., 2009),

we administered a test of vocabulary knowledge, indicative of good literacy skills, before the intervention. Including

childrenwith low literacy skills may obscure the results.

The hypothesis is that peer norms, name-calling and exclusionary behavior will be greater in the condition of out-

group (vs. ingroup) vicarious contact, when children perform reinforcing activities collectively (vs. individually); the

effects of the condition (and specifically, of the interaction between the two conditions) on the two dependent vari-

ables (name-calling and exclusionary behavior) should bemediated by peer norms. In otherwords, we expect that out-

group (vs. ingroup) vicarious contactwill be effective onlywhenparticipants perform reinforcing activities collectively,

and not when they perform them individually.

2 METHOD

2.1 Participants

Participants were 369 Italian children (48% females) from eight 4th and fifteen 5th grade classes from four Italian pri-

mary schools. The final sample, obtained after excluding participants with low literacy skills (see section of Results),

was comprised of 346 children (48% females). 1 Informed consent was obtained by parents, and children expressed

their assent to the study.

Participants within each class were randomly allocated to one of the four cells of a 2 (Target: outgroup

vicarious contact vs. ingroup vicarious contact) × 2 (Reinforcing activities: collective vs. individual) experimental

design.

Based on effect sizes (f2 = .06 emerged in indirect contact literature; see meta-analysis by Zhou et al.,

2019), a power analysis (α = .05, power = .80) suggested a sample of 202 participants for detecting a small to

medium effect in regression models with four predictors. This value increases to 400 participants when consid-

ering an effect size equal to .03, obtained after controlling for direct contact (Zhou et al., 2019). With the goal

of recruiting a sufficient sample between 200 and 400 participants, schools were invited to participate to the

intervention. The final sample size was a function of school availability and school requests to take part in the

intervention.

2.2 Procedure

All researchers who conducted the study were university students trained by the second and last authors of this arti-

cle. Participants in each experimental group and class were divided into same-gender groups of three to four children.

In each group, the researcher read the story to children. In the story, the protagonist, a child of the same age as the

participants, is bullied by a popular classmate by means of name-calling, causing social exclusion of the protagonist by

the other children. After working together for a school project, the protagonist befriends the bully’s best friend, who

asks to play together. After this event the bully’s best friend understands that s/hewaswrong to complywith the bully:

after apologizing to the protagonist, they become good friends, and the protagonist is eventually fully socially included

by the other children.

In order to manipulate the type of intervention, the story was developed in two ways: in the outgroup vicarious

contact condition, the protagonist has a different ethnicity, as s/he comes from another country; in the ingroup vicari-

1 The intervention also included 122 children with foreign origins (that is, with foreign parents, although they may have been born in Italy or have the Italian

citizenship), identified on the basis of school teachers’ indications. These children read the stories, completed the activities and the questionnaire in separate

groups within the same class as the other participants.

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



COCCO ET AL. 787

ous contact condition, all characters have the same ethnicity (therefore, also the victim is of the same ethnicity as the

bully and the other characters). To avoid gender bias and facilitate identification with the character, all story charac-

ters match the gender of participants (as described above, the small groups were homogeneous in terms of gender).

Therefore, participants in all conditions were read a story (which had an outgroup or an ingroup focus, depending on

the condition).

After reading the story, while participants were still in small groups, they were asked to take part in some rein-

forcing activities. These aimed at highlighting the just and unjust behaviors they observed in the story, at identi-

fying appropriate behaviors, and at recognizing the emotions experienced by the characters. In other words, these

activities aimed at creating an anti-bullying norm. We conducted three reinforcing activities. In the first, partici-

pants were asked to draw the different characters in one of two circles, one associated to fair and one to unfair

behaviors. In the second, participants were provided with three rules (don’t offend other children; help out children

who need it; invite all children to play and to birthday parties) and were asked to first discuss and then order them

according to their importance. In the third, participants were asked to draw the characters provided in a sheet on

the basis of how they thought they had felt (e.g., yellow had to be used to indicate happiness, red to indicate anger,

etc.).

In the collective reinforcing activities condition, for each activity participants needed to negotiate a collective

response with the other children in their small group. In the condition where reinforcing activities were conducted

individually, while still in their small group, children were administered the reinforcing activities individually, without

conversing with other children.

At the end of the session,which lasted approximately 1 hr, childrenwere administered the questionnaire. To reduce

the risk of demand characteristics, researchers who administered the questionnaire were different from researchers

delivering the intervention.

All materials used (stories and reinforcing activities) are provided in the online supplementarymaterial.

2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Comprehension test

Before starting the session, children individually answered a brief written questionnnaire including 10 items (selected

in agreement with school teachers), asking for the meaning of potentially complex words included in the stories. This

preliminary questionnaire was aimed at verifying language and comprehension skills. Each item had four possible

answers, with only one being the correct answer. We summed answers for each child (attributing 1 to correct and

0 to wrong answers), with potential scores ranging from 0 (no correct answers) to 10 (all correct answers). The actual

score ranged from 3 to 10 (M= 8.78, SD= 1.29).

2.3.2 Peer norms

Participants were asked to think about a foreign child who is socially excluded or offended only because of his/her

foreign origins. They then answered the following three items: “According to your friends, is it fair to mistreat for-

eign children?”; “In your view, would your friends say it is fair to exclude a foreign child only because s/he is a

foreigner?”; “In your view, would your friends say it is fair to offend a foreign child only because s/he is a for-

eigner?” The response scale ranged from 1 (absolutely not) to 5 (absolutely yes). Responses were reverse coded, so that

higher scores represent stronger norms against bullying. Scores were averaged to create a reliable composite score

(alpha= .74).
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788 COCCO ET AL.

2.3.3 Reactions to bullying

Children were presented with scenarios of name-calling behavior and of exclusionary behavior toward a foreign child

(adapted from Abbott & Cameron, 2014; Vezzali et al., 2020). For name-calling behavior, the scenario read: “Imagine

that the school day is ending and, while you’re walking down the corridor, you hear an Italian child saying bad words

to a foreign child only because s/he is foreign.” The scenario for exclusionary behavior read as follows: “Imagine that it

is sunday and you are at the park. You’re playing with your friends, but then a foreign child that you don’t know comes

closer and asks to play with you. But one of your friends tells him to go away because s/he is foreign.” Participants

were then invited to answer items investigating their reaction intentions. For reactions to name calling, six itemswere

included: “I’d say to the Italian child not to say bad things to the foreign child”; “I’d try to comfort the foreign child”;

“I’d tell the foreign child to ignore the things said by the other child”; “I would get angry with the Italian child for the

way s/he behaved toward the foreign child”, “I’d report it to the teacher”; “I’d report it to my parents.” The measure

was reliable (alpha = .69); a composite score of reactions to name calling was created, with greater scores indicating

stronger intentions to react. For reactions to exclusionary behavior themeasure consisted of four items: “I’d play with

the foreign child”; “I’d try to comfort the foreign child”; “I’d tell the foreign child to ignoremy friends”; “I’d tellmy friends

to play all together with the foreign child.” Answers were provided on a scale from 1 (absolutely not) to 5 (absolutely

yes). Reliability as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was .69. We created a composite score of reactions to exclusionary

behavior: higher scores reflect greater reaction intentions. 2

3 RESULTS

After consultation with school teachers, we decided to include in the data analysis only participants who scored at

least 7 in the comprehension test (n = 346). This choice allowed us to include children who had a rather good level of

literacy skills, increasing confidence that eventual effects are due to experimental manipulation rather than individual

differences in the comprehension of the story (however, we also conducted additional analyses with different cut-off

criteria, summarized in Footnote 3).

Means and standarddeviations of themeasures in the four cells of the experimental design arepresented inTable 1;

correlations betweenmeasures are reported in Table 2.

The data structure included three levels: children, nested in groups (the small groups within which they read the

stories and performed the reinforcing activities), nested in classes. We conducted a preliminary three-level analysis,

calculating whether there was significant variance of the dependent variables at the group- and class-level. For both

outcome variables, class-level variance was nonsignificant (for reactions to name calling ICC= .05, σ2= .02, SE= .01,

p= .131; for reactions to exclusionary behavior ICC= .04, σ2= .01, SE= .02, p= .580), therefore further analyses did

not control for classes. In the two-level analysis, group-level variancewas significant both for reactions to name-calling

(ICC= .15, σ2 = .05, SE= .02, p = .022) and exclusionary behavior (ICC= .27, σ2 = .10, SE= .04, p = .006). Therefore,

we ran regression analyses by controlling for group-level variance using the Complex command inMplus.

To test the hypotheses, we ran two moderated mediation regression models, where intervention (+1 = outgroup

vicarious contact, −1 = ingroup vicarious contact) was the independent variable, reinforcing activities (+1 = collec-

tive,−1= individual) was themoderator, peer normswas themediator, and reactions to name-calling and reactions to

social exclusion were the dependent variables (see Table 3). First, considering the two forms of reactions to bullying

as dependent variables and before introducing peer norms as amediator, nomain or interaction effect emerged. Next,

2 The questionnaire included other exploratory measures: strange stories (a measure commonly used to evaluate the theory of mind in the developmental

age; Happé, 1994), dispositional empathy (administered before the manipulation); inclusion of the other in the self, one-group representation, attribution of

primary and secondary emotions to ingroup and outgroup targets, intergroup attitudes, emotions experienced and attributed to the outgroup in response to

a bullying situation, perceptions of injustice. The choice to include these exploratory measures is because they have been shown to be relevant to attitude

development and change, also when considering vicarious contact literature. In this study, we decided to focus our main analyses on the mediator directly
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COCCO ET AL. 789

TABLE 1 Means, (standard deviations), [Cohen’s ds], and n by experimental condition (N= 346)

Outgroup vicarious contact Ingroup vicarious contact

Collective reinforcing

activities n= 84

(67% 5th grade)

Individual reinforcing

activities n= 87

(63% 5th grade)

Collective reinforcing

activities n= 92

(66% 5th grade)

Individual reinforcing

activities n= 83

(53% 5th grade)

Peer norms 4.42 (.57) [2.49] 4.26 (.74) [1.70] 4.20 (.76) [1.58] 4.33 (.64) [2.08]

Reactions to

name calling

4.07 (.60) [1.78] 4.14 (.57) [2.00] 4.21 (.47) [2.57] 4.17 (.64) [1.83]

Reactions to

exclusion

4.14 (.64) [1.78] 4.23 (.72) [1.71] 4.31(.51) [2.57] 4.30 (.59) [2.20]

Note. All mean scores are significantly above the mid-point of the scale (3), ts > 15.16, ps < .001. In brackets, Cohen’s ds for

one sample t tests.

TABLE 2 Correlations between variables (N= 346)

1 2

1. Peer norms –

2. Reactions to name calling .17** –

3. Reactions to exclusion .26*** .59***

**p< .01. ***p< .001.

TABLE 3 Regression analysis predicting peer norms and reactions to bullying (N= 346)

Peer norms

Reactions to name

calling

Reactions to name

calling

Reactions to

exclusion

Reactions to

exclusion

Intercept 4.30*** (.04) 4.15*** (.04) 3.50*** (.22) 4.25*** (.04) 3.16*** (.23)

Intervention .04 (.04) −.04 (.04) −.05 (.03) −.06 (.04) −.07 (.04)

Reinforcing

activities

.01 (.04) −.01 (.04) −.01 (.04) −.02 (.04) −.02 (.04)

Intervention×

Reinforcing

activities

.07† (.04) −.03 (.04) −.04 (.04) −.03 (.04) −.03 (.04)

Peer norms – – .15** (.05) – .25*** (.05)

Note. The nested structure of the datawas controlled for by using theComplex command inMplus. Unstandardized regression

coefficients are presented (standard errors within parentheses). Intervention:+1= outgroup vicarious contact,−1= ingroup

vicarious contact. Reinforcing activities:+1= collective,−1= individual.†p= .063. **p< .01. ***p< .001.

using peer norms as the dependent variable, we found an interaction between the two manipulated factors that did

not reach conventional levels of significance (there was, however, a tendency toward significance, p= .063). Based on

our theoretically-driven hypotheses, we decomposed the interaction. Results showed that peer norms were higher in

the outgroup (vs. ingroup) vicarious contact condition for children in the condition where reinforcing activities were

performed collectively (b = .11, SE = .05, p = .039), but not in the condition where they were performed individually

(b=−.03, SE= .06, p= .559) (see Figure 1). Therefore, the intervention was effective in fostering perceptions of peer

related to our experimental manipulation (peer norms) and on themeasures reflecting our aims of fighting group-based bullying (intentions to react to name-

calling and exclusionary behavior).
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4

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

Ingroup vicarious contact Outgroup vicarious contact

Individual reinforcing activities Collective reinforcing activities

F IGURE 1 Peer norms as a function of the experimental manipulations

norms against bullying toward outgroup members only when the bullied character in the story belonged to the out-

group, and children negotiated the response to reinforcing activities, therefore creating an anti-bullying norm.

Finally, when peer norms were included amongst the predictors, they were positively associated with both reac-

tions to name-calling and reactions to exclusionary behavior (Table 3). Analysis of indirect effects revealed that, in line

with our hypothesis, outgroup (vs. ingroup) vicarious contact was indirectly associated with greater reactions to bul-

lying via peer norms in the collective reinforcing activities condition (for reactions to name-calling behavior, b = .02,

SE = .01, p = .074, marginal effect; for reactions to exclusionary behavior, b = .03, SE = .01, p = .043). Indirect effects

were instead nonsignificant in the individual reinforcing activities condition (for reactions to name-calling behavior,

b= .01, SE= .01, p= .325; for reactions to exclusionary behavior, b= .01, SE= .01, p= .315). 3

4 DISCUSSION

AsnotedbyEarnshawet al. (2018), bullying interventions typically donot address stigmaand specifically stigma-based

bullying; on the other hand, prejudice-reduction interventions typically fail to address their impact on bullying. Palmer

and Abbott (2018) argued that interventions tackling stigma-based bullying can benefit from approaches aimed at

promoting more positive outgroup attitudes and inclusive social norms, drawing on research on intergroup relations.

This is precisely what we did in this research. We used vicarious contact via story reading as a popular prejudice-

reduction strategy, adapting it to address stigma-basedbullying.Given the role of social norms in determiningwhether

individuals endorse or reject bullying, we combined vicarious contactwith a procedure allowing children to create and

share norms against bullying.

The predicted interaction between the twomanipulated variables did not reach conventional levels of significance

(although it wasmarginal for social norms). Because of our hypothesis-driven research, we decided to look at the sim-

ple slopes for norms and the indirect effects on reactions to bullying via peer norms; these effects were in line with

predictions. Note, however, that nonsignificance of the interaction terms denotes the weakness of findings and the

need to replicate them. Consistent with our prediction, peer norms in the intergroup vicarious contact conditionwere

3 We re-ran regression analyses by including gender and grade (fourth vs. fifth) as control variables, and results did not change. Further additional analyses

with different cut-off criteria on the comprehension test (minimum score of 5, n= 366; minimum score of 6, n= 358; minimum score of 8, n= 316) confirmed

the indirect effects only in the condition where reinforcing activities were performed collectively, but not when they were performed individually.
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higher when participants worked collectively on reinforcing activities. In turn, peer ingroup norms were positively

associated with two common forms of bullying, that is intention to intervene against name-calling and exclusionary

behavior toward foreign peers. We note that we did not obtain a direct effect on our two dependent variables. We

argue this does not diminish the importance of findings. In fact, our reasoning was based on peer norms creation and

sharing as themain driver of anti-bullying reaction intentions.

It is worth noting that participants in the ingroup vicarious contact condition were also exposed to an anti-bullying

intervention, where no intergroup differences were presented. We therefore used an especially demanding exper-

imental design, with findings showing the specificity of the phenomenon of stigma-based bullying and the need to

conduct interventions tailored to address it (Earnshaw et al., 2018). In other words, interventions targeting bullying in

general may not lead to change in stigma-based bullying episodes.

The storypresented to children in all conditions impliedpeer normsagainst bullying, because the victimizedprotag-

onist was helped by other characters that stood against the bully. Nonetheless, the effectiveness of our intervention

was limited to those negotiating norms with peers after reading the story. As stated by Jones et al. (2017), despite

children are aware of group norms, they follow themonlywhen these are especially salient.We reasoned that directly

negotiating themwith peers represents an especially powerful way tomake them salient and enhances the perception

that they are socially shared. However, we suggest caution in interpreting our findings: the effect of peer norms may

interact with norms from other sources, such as school norms, in determining responses to bullying (McGuire et al.,

2015; Nesdale &Dalton, 2011). Theremight also be other factors that need to be taken into account. According to the

social reasoning developmental approach (Rutland et al., 2010), peer evaluation and prejudice dynamics are a func-

tion of a range of factors, including group processes, morality considerations, personal autonomy (see also Killen et al.,

2017). This approach can allow an understanding of whether and when group norms or morality become especially

relevant, taking into account the level of children’s cognitive development. It is thus important to consider the larger

context, as well as the influence of other group-level as well as individual-level and morality factors that can interact

with peer norms (Earnshawet al., 2018). Future researchmay investigate how individual-level (e.g., self-efficacy, inter-

personal empathy) and intergroup-level factors (e.g., group norms, ingroup identification) andmorality considerations

interact with social norms in determining appraisals of and responses to stigma-based bullying (c.f. Palmer & Abbott,

2018).

We note that our manipulation of norms departs from manipulations in the broader literature, often based on

explicitly providing participants with information on social norms rather that asking them to negotiate them together

(e.g., Duffy & Nesdale, 2010; Killen et al., 2013). Our choice was based on the dual focus of our study, which was at

the same time an intervention realized in collaboration with schools and an experiment; we aimed to make the school

intervention effective and the effects potentially longer lasting. Therefore, rather than “manipulating” the social norm

by providing it externally, we aimed to allow children to “create” their social norm “internally.” Therefore, we did not

explicitly provide the norm, but we asked participants to negotiate it on the basis of the story we provided. We rea-

soned that negotiating it directly with peers would increase the realism of norms as well as the likelihood of internal-

izing them. This approach is in line with cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957): negotiating and expressing the

norm should lead to acting on it. Adding to this, we asked children to negotiate it with a meaningful ingroup, that of

classmates with whom they spendmost of the day: ingroup rather than outgroup norms should be especially relevant

to attitude formation and change (Jetten et al., 1996; Turner et al., 1987).

We argue that, although the anti-bullying normwas not directly provided, participants created it themselves, with

scores above the mid-point of the scale in the four cells. In addition, as predicted, there were indirect effects of out-

group (vs. ingroup) vicarious contact via peer normswhen activities were performed collectively, adding confidence in

ourmanipulation. It shouldbenoted that thismanipulationmayhaveproducedadditional effects, suchas ingroupcom-

mitment (whichwe did notmeasure, but would be in linewith our rationale of providing a social norm for ameaningful

social identity). The manipulation could have also raised socially desirable responses, however, the results obtained

with the completion of questionnaires administered individually help rule out this possibility.
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Drawing on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), and the

social developmental intergroup approach (Palmer & Abbott, 2018; Rutland et al., 2010), we argue that future inter-

ventions taking into account the group-based nature of stigma-based bullying might capitalize on prototypical group

members as agents for the creation of social norms against bullying (Paluck & Shepherd, 2012).

Webelieve thepresent studyhas several strengths, including adapting a commonly-usedprejudice-reduction inter-

vention for use in stigma-based bullying, empirically manipulating and evaluating peer norms as a group factor impli-

cated in the success of the intervention, considering (in stigma-based bullying research) a rather neglected theoreti-

cal approach (intergroup contact), the population (primary school children), and the target outgroup (ethnicity-based;

Earnshaw et al., 2018).We also acknowledge some limitations. First, participants only belonged to themajority group.

Although children of foreign background also took part to the intervention (see Footnote 1), this was not tailored to

their group (that is, stories used were the same as for Italians; this was done because observing native children fight-

ing ethnic-based bullying in the stories might have favored their perceptions of social inclusion), and their responses

were not considered. Future studies should design interventions considering both majority and minority groups’ per-

spectives and examine eventual differences in their reactions. Second, the intervention consisted of a single session.

Although this may paradoxically be interpreted as a strength, as we demonstrated effectiveness despite the low dura-

tion of the intervention, future studies should employ multiple sessions and evaluate the persistence of peer norms

to produce long-lasting effects. In addition, the assessment occurred immediately after the intervention, thereforewe

do not know how long the effects could last (although according to the literature, the effects of vicarious and similar

indirect contact forms such as extended contact can last at least somemonths; Vezzali et al., 2015).

In conclusion, we showed that stigma-based bullying can be fought with ad-hoc interventions adapted from strate-

gies typically used to reduce prejudice, and that social norms play a key role in shaping bystanders’ reactions to bully-

ing.

FUNDING

No funds were used for this research.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The study presented received ethical approval from the University of Verona.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

Data can be freely shared upon request to the first author of this article.

ORCID

VeronicaMargheritaCocco https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1777-397X

REFERENCES

Abbott,N., &Cameron, L. (2014).Whatmakes a young assertive bystander? Theeffect of intergroup contact, empathy, cultural

openness, and in-group bias on assertive bystander intervention intentions. Journal of Social Issues, 70, 167–182. https:
//doi.org/10.1111/josi.12053

Aboud, F. E. (1988). Children and prejudice. Cambridge,MA: Addison-Wesley.

Aboud, F. E. (2003). The formation of in-group favoritism and out-group prejudice in young children: Are they distinct atti-

tudes?Developmental Psychology, 39, 48–60. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.39.1.48
Aboud, F. E. (2008). A social-cognitive developmental theory of prejudice. In (S. E. Quintana & C. McKnown Eds.),Handbook of

race, racism, and the developing child (pp. 55–71). Hoboken, NJ:Wiley.

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1777-397X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1777-397X
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12053
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12053
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.39.1.48


COCCO ET AL. 793

Aboud, F., & Joong, A. (2008). Intergroup name-calling and conditions for creating assertive bystanders. In (S. Levy &M. Killen

Eds.), Intergroup attitudes and relations in childhood through adulthood (pp. 249–260). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Aboud, F. E., & Spears Brown, C. (2013). Positive and negative intergroup contact among children and its effect on attitudes. In

(G. Hodson &M. Hewstone Eds.), Advances in intergroup contact (pp. 176–199). London, UK: Psychology Press.
Abrams, D., & Killen, M. (2014). Social exclusion of children: Developmental origins of prejudice. Journal of Social Issues, 70,

1–11. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12043

Abrams, D., Powell, C., Palmer, S. B., & Van de Vyver, J., & (2017). Toward a contextualized social developmental account of

children’s group-based inclusion and exclusion: The developmental model of subjective group dynamics. In (A. Rutland, D.

Nesdale & C. Spears Brown, Eds.), The Wiley handbook of group processes in children and adolescents (pp. 455–471). West

Sussex, UK:Wiley.

Abrams, D., & Rutland, A. (2008). The development of subjective group dynamics. In (S. Levy & M. Killen Eds.), Intergroup atti-
tudes and relations in childhood through adulthood (pp. 47–65). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Abrams, D., Rutland, A., Cameron, L., & Ferrell, J. (2007). Older but wilier: In-group accountability and the development of

subjective group dynamics.Developmental Psychology, 43, 134–148. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.1.134
Abrams, D., Rutland, A., Ferrell, J. M., & Pelletier, J. (2008). Children’s judgments of disloyal and immoral peer behavior: Sub-

jective group dynamics in minimal intergroup contexts. Child Development, 79, 444–461. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8624.2007.01135.x

Antonio, R., Guerra, R., &Moleiro, C. (2017).Having friendswith gay friends? The role of extended contact, empathy and threat

on assertive bystanders behavioral intentions. Psicologia.Revista da Associação Portuguesa Psicologia, 31, 15–23. 10.17575/
rpsicol.v31i2.1138

Aronson, K. M., Stefanile, C., Matera, C., Nerini, A., Grisolaghi, J., Romani, G.. . . , & Brown, R. (2016). Telling tales in school:

Extendedcontact interventions in the classroom. Journal of Applied Social Psychology,46, 229–241. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jasp.12358

Atlas, R. S., & Pepler, D. J. (1998). Observations of bullying in the classroom. The Journal of Educational Research, 92, 86–99.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220679809597580

Brenick, A., & Romano, K. (2016). Perceived peer and out-group norms, cultural identity, and adolescents’ reasoning about

peer intergroup exclusion. Child Development, 87, 1392–1408. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12594
Cameron, L., & Rutland, A. (2006). Extended contact through story reading in school: Reducing children’s prejudice toward the

disabled. Journal of Social Issues, 62, 469–488. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2006.00469.x
Cameron, L., Rutland, A., & Brown, R. (2007). Promoting children’s positive intergroup attitudes towards stigmatized groups:

Extended contact and multiple classification skills training. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 31, 454–466.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025407081474

Cameron, L., Rutland, A., Brown, R., &Douch, R. (2006). Changing children’s intergroup attitudes toward refugees: Testing dif-

ferentmodels of extended contact.Child Development, 77, 1208–1219. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00929.
x

Cameron, L., Rutland, A., Hossain, R., & Petley, R. (2011).When and why does extended contact work? The role of high quality

direct contact and group norms in the development of positive ethnic intergroup attitudes amongst children. Group Pro-
cesses and Intergroup Relations, 14, 193–206. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430210390535

Cameron, L., & Turner, R. N. (2017). Intergroup contact among children. In (L. Vezzali & S. Stathi Eds.), Intergroup contact theory:
Recent developments and future directions (pp. 151–168). Abingdon, UK: Routledge.

Cocco, V. M., Bisagno, E., Di Bernardo, G. A., Cadamuro, A., Riboldi, S. D., Crapolicchio, E., Trifiletti, E., Stathi, S., & Vezzali, L.

(2021). Comparing story reading and video watching as two distinct forms of vicarious contact: An experimental interven-

tion among elementary schoolchildren. British Journal of Social Psychology, 60, 74–94. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12404
Craig, W., & Pepler, D. J. (1997). Observations of bullying and victimization in the school yard. Canadian Journal of School Psy-

chology, 13, 41–59. https://doi.org/10.1177/082957359801300205
Dessel, A. B., Goodman, K. D., & Woodford, M. R. (2017). LGBT discrimination on campus and heterosexual bystanders:

Understanding intentions to intervene. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 10, 101–116. https://doi.org/10.1037/
dhe0000015

Duffy, A. L., & Nesdale, D. (2009). Peer groups, social identity, and children’s bullying behaviour. Social Development, 18, 121–
139. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00484.x

Duffy, A. L., & Nesdale, D. (2010). Group norms, intra-group position and children’s aggressive intentions. European Journal of
Developmental Psychology, 7, 696–716. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405620903132504

Earnshaw, W. A., Reisner, S. L., Menino, D. D., Poteat, V. P., Bogart, L. M., Barnes, T. N., & Schuster, M. A. (2018). Stigma-based

bullying interventions: A systematic review.Developmental Review, 48, 178–200. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2018.02.001
Espelage, D., Green, H., & Polanin, J. (2012). Willingness to intervene in bullying episodes among middle school students. The

Journal of Early Adolescence, 32, 776–801. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431611423017

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12043
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.1.134
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01135.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01135.x
https://doi.org/10.17575/rpsicol.v31i2.1138
https://doi.org/10.17575/rpsicol.v31i2.1138
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12358
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12358
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220679809597580
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12594
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2006.00469.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025407081474
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00929.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00929.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430210390535
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12404
https://doi.org/10.1177/082957359801300205
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000015
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000015
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00484.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405620903132504
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2018.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431611423017


794 COCCO ET AL.

Evans, C. B. R., Fraser,M.W., &Cotter, K. L. (2014). The effectiveness of school-based bullying prevention programs: A system-

atic review. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 19, 532–544. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.07.004
Festinger, L. (1957). A theory of cognitive dissonance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Frey, K. S., Pearson, C. R., & Cohen, D. (2014). Revenge is seductive, if not sweet: Why friends matter for prevention efforts.

Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 37, 25–35. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.08.002
Gee,G.C.,Walsemann,K.M.,&Brondolo, E. (2012).A life courseperspectiveonhowracismmaybe related tohealth inequities.

American Journal of Public Health, 102, 967–974. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300666
Gini, G. (2007).Who is blameworthy? Social identity and inter-group bullying. School Psychology International,28, 77–89. https:

//doi.org/10.1177/0143034307075682

Gonultas, S., & Mulvey, K. L. (2021). The role of immigration background, intergroup processes, and social-cognitive skills in

bystanders’ responses to bias-based bullying toward immigrants during adolescence. Child Development, 92, e296–e316.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13476

Greenwood, K., Carroll, C., Crowter, L., Jamieson, K., Ferraresi, L., Jones, A.-M., & Brown, R. (2016). Early intervention for

stigma towardsmental illness? Promoting positive attitudes towards severemental illness in primary school children. Jour-
nal of Public Mental Health, 15, 188–199. https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMH-02-2016-0008

Happé, F. G. E. (1994). An advanced test of theory of mind: Understanding of story characters’ thoughts and feelings by able

autistic, mentally handicapped, and normal children and adults. Journal of Autism andDevelopmental Disorders,24, 129–154.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02172093

Hodson, G. & (M. Hewstone (Eds.) (2013). Advances in intergroup contact. New York, NY: Psychology press.

Hong, J. S., & Espelage, D. L. (2012). A review of research on bullying and peer victimization in school: An ecological system

analysis. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 17, 311–322. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.03.003
Husnu, S.,Mertan, B., &Cicek,O. (2018). Reducing TurkishCypriots children’s prejudice towardGreekCypriots: Vicarious and

extended intergroup contact through storytelling. Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 21, 178–192. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1368430216656469

Italian National Institute of Statistics (2021). STATBASE. Retrieved from: https://www.istat.it/it/dati-analisi-e-prodotti/

banche-dati/statbase

Jetten, J., Spears, R., & Manstead, A. S. R. (1996). Intergroup norms and intergroup discrimination: Distinctive self-

categorisation and social identity effects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 1222–1233. https://doi.org/10.
1037/0022-3514.71.6.1222

Jones, S. E., Bombieri, L., Livingstone, A., & Manstead, A. (2012). The influence of norms and social identities on children’s

responses to bullying. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 82, 241–256. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.2011.
02023.x

Jones, S. E., Livingstone, A. G., & Manstead, A. S. (2017). Bullying and belonging. In (K. Mavor, M. J. Platow, & B. Bizumic Eds.),

Self and social identity in educational contexts (pp. 70–90). NewYork, NY: Routledge.

Jones, S. E., Manstead, A. S. R., & Livingstone, A. (2009). Birds of a feather bully together: Group processes and

children’s responses to bullying. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 27, 853–873. https://doi.org/10.1348/
026151008X390267

Jones, S. E., Manstead, A. S. R., & Livingstone, A. G. (2011). Ganging up or sticking together? Group processes and

children’s responses to text-message bullying. British Journal of Psychology, 102, 71–96. https://doi.org/10.1348/

000712610X502826

Kendeou, P., van den Broek, P., White, M. J., & Lynch, J. (2009). Predicting reading comprehension in early elementary school:

The independent contributions of oral language and decoding skills. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101, 765–778. https:
//doi.org/10.1037/a0015956

Killen, M., Mulvey, K. L., & Hitti, A. (2013). Social exclusion: A developmental intergroup perspective. Child Development, 84,
772–790. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12012

Killen, M., Rutland, A., Abrams, D., Mulvey, K. L., & Hitti, A. (2013). Development of intra- and intergroup judgments in the

context of moral and socio-conventional norms. Child Development, 84, 1063–1080. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12011
Levy, S. R., Lytle, A., Shin, J. E., & Hughes, J. M. (2016). Understanding and reducing racial and ethnic prejudice among chil-

dren and adolescents. In (T. Nelson Ed.),Handbook of prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination (pp. 455–483). NewYork, NY:

Psychology Press.

Liebkind, K., Mähönen, T. A., Solares, E., Solheim, E., & Jasinskaja-Lathi, I. (2014). Prejudice-reduction in culturally mixed class-

rooms: The development and assessment of a theory-driven intervention among majority and minority youth in Finland.

Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, 24, 325–339. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2168
Liebkind, K.,Mäkinen, V., Jasinskaja-Lahti, I., Renvik, T. A., & Solheim, E. F. (2019). Improving outgroup attitudes in schools: First

step toward a teacher-led vicarious contact intervention. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 60, 77–86. https://doi.org/10.
1111/sjop.12505

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.08.002
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300666
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034307075682
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034307075682
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13476
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMH-02-2016-0008
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02172093
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430216656469
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430216656469
https://www.istat.it/it/dati-analisi-e-prodotti/banche-dati/statbase
https://www.istat.it/it/dati-analisi-e-prodotti/banche-dati/statbase
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.6.1222
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.6.1222
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.2011.02023.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.2011.02023.x
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151008X390267
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151008X390267
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712610X502826
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712610X502826
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015956
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015956
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12012
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12011
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2168
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12505
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12505


COCCO ET AL. 795

Lucas-Molina, B., Gimenez-Dasi, M., Fonseca-Pedrero, E., & Perez-Albeniz, A. (2018). What makes a defender? A multilevel

study on individual correlates and classroomnorms in explaining defending behaviors. School Psychology Review,47, 34–44.
https://doi.org/10.17105/SPR-2017-0011.V47-1

Mäkinen, V., Liebkind, K., Jasinskaja-Lahti, I., & Renvik, T. A. (2019). A teacher-led vicarious contact intervention in culturally

mixed classroomswith in- and outgroup rolemodels of intergroup friendship. Journal of School Psychology, 75, 27–40. https:
//doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.07.002

McGuire, L., Rizzo,M. T., Killen,M., & Rutland, A. (2019). The role of competitive and cooperative norms in the development of

deviant evaluations. Child Development, 90, e703–e717. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13094
McGuire, L., Rutland, A., & Nesdale, D. (2015). Peer group norms and accountability moderate the effect of school norms on

children’s intergroup attitudes. Child Development, 86, 1290–1297. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12388
McKeown, S., Williams, A., & Pauker, K. (2017). Stories that move them: Changing children’s behaviour toward diverse peers.

Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, 27, 381–387. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2316
Meter, D. J., & Card, N. A. (2015). Defenders of victims of peer aggression: Interdependence theory and an exploration of

individual, interpersonal, and contextual effects on the defender participant role. Developmental Review, 38, 222–240.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2015.08.001

Miklikowska, M. (2017). Development of anti-immigrant attitudes in adolescence: The role of parents, peers, intergroup

friendships, and empathy. British Journal of Psychology, 108, 626–648. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12236
Mulvey, K. L., Hitti, A., Rutland, A., Abrams,D., &Killen,M. (2014). Context differences in children’s ingroup preferences.Devel-

opmental Psychology, 50, 1507–1519. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035593
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM). (2016). Preventing bullying through science, policy, and

practice. Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Nesdale, D., & Dalton, D. (2011). Children’s social groups and intergroup prejudice: Assessing the influence and inhibition of

social group norms. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 29, 895–909. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.2010.
02017.x

Nesdale, D., Durkin, K., Maass, A., Kiesner, J., & Griffiths, J. A. (2008). Effects of group norms on children’s intentions to bully.

Social Development, 17(4), 889–907. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00475.x
Nesdale, D., Killen, M., & Duffy, A. (2013). Children’s social cognition about proactive aggression. Journal of Experimental Child

Psychology, 116, 674–692. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2013.07.003
Nesdale, D.,Maass, A., Durkin, K., &Griffiths, J. (2005). Group norms, threat, and children’s racial prejudice.Child Development,

76, 652–663. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00869.X
Ojala, K., & Nesdale, D. (2004). Bullying and social identity: The effects of group norms and distinctiveness threat on attitudes

towards bullying. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 22, 19–35. https://doi.org/10.1348/026151004772901096
Palmer, S. B., & Abbott, N. (2018). Bystander responses to bias-based bullying in schools: A developmental intergroup

approach. Child Development Perspectives, 12, 39–44. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12253
Palmer, S. B., Cameron, L., Rutland,A., &Blake, B. (2017).Majority andminority ethnic status adolescents’ bystander responses

to racism in school. Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, 27, 374–380. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2313
Palmer, S. B., Rutland, A., & Cameron, L. (2015). The development of bystander intentions in an intergroup context: The role

of perceived severity, ingroup norms, and social-moral reasoning. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 33, 419–433.
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12092

Paluck, E. L., & Shepherd, H. (2012). The salience of social referents: A field experiment on collective norms and harassment

behavior in a school social network. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 103, 899–915. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0030015

Pettigrew, T. F., & Tropp, L. R. (2006). Ameta-analytic test of intergroup contact theory. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 90, 751–783. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751

Russell, S. T., Sinclair, K. O., Poteat, V. P., & Koenig, B. W. (2012). Adolescent health and harassment based on discriminatory

bias. American Journal of Public Health, 102, 493–495. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300430
Rutland, A., Cameron, L., Milne, A., & McGeorge, P. (2005). Social norms and self-presentation: Children’s implicit and explicit

intergroup attitudes. Child Development, 76, 451–466. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00856.x
Rutland, A., & Killen,M. (2015). A developmental science approach to reducing prejudice and social exclusion: Intergroup pro-

cesses, social-cognitive development, and moral reasoning. Social Issues and Policy Review, 9, 121–154. https://doi.org/10.
1111/sipr.12012

Rutland, A., Killen, M., & Abrams, D. (2010). A new social-cognitive developmental perspective on prejudice: The inter-

play between morality and group identity. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 5, 279–291. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1745691610369468

Salmivalli, C. (2010). Bullying and the peer group: A review. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 15, 112–120. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.avb.2009.08.007

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.17105/SPR-2017-0011.V47-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13094
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12388
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2316
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2015.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12236
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035593
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.2010.02017.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.2010.02017.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00475.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2013.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00869.X
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151004772901096
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12253
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2313
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12092
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030015
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030015
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300430
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00856.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12012
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12012
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610369468
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610369468
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007


796 COCCO ET AL.

Salmivalli, C., & Voeten,M. (2004). Connections between attitudes, group norms, and behaviour in bullying situations. Interna-
tional Journal of Behavioral Development, 28, 246–258. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250344000488

Salmivalli, C., Voeten,M.,&Poskiparta, E. (2011). Bystandersmatter:Associationsbetweendefending, reinforcing, and the fre-

quency of bullying in classrooms. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 40, 668–676. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15374416.2011.597090

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An Integrative Theory of Intergroup Conflicts. In (W. G. Austin & S. Worchel Eds.), The Social
Psychology of Intergroup Relations (pp. 33–47). Monterey, CA: Brooks-Cole.

Tropp, L. R., & Prenovost, M. A. (2008). The role of intergroup contact in predicting children’s interethnic attitudes: Evidence

from meta-analytic and field studies. In (S. R. Levy & M. Killen Eds.), Integroup attitudes and relations in childhood through
adulthood (pp. 236–248). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Turner, J. C., Hogg,M. A., Oakes, P. J., Reicher, S. D., &Wetherell, M. S. (1987). Rediscovering the social group: A self-categorization
theory. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Vezzali, L., Birtel, M. D., Di Bernardo, G. A., Stathi, S., Crisp, R. J., & Cadamuro, A. (2020). Don’t hurt my outgroup friend:

Imagined contact promotes intentions to counteract bullying.Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 23, 643–663. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/1368430219852404

Vezzali, L., Hewstone, M., Capozza, D., Giovannini, D., &Wölfer, R. (2014). Improving intergroup relations with extended and

vicarious forms of indirect contact. European Review of Social Psychology, 25, 314–389. https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.
2014.982948

Vezzali, L., & Stathi, S. (2021). Using intergroup contact to fight prejudice and negative attitudes: Psychological perspectives. Euro-
peanMonographs in Social Psychology Series. Abingdon, UK: Routledge.

Vezzali, L., Stathi, S., Giovannini, D., Capozza, D., & Visintin, E. P. (2015). And the best essay is. . . ”: Extended contact and cross-

group friendships at school. British Journal of Social Psychology, 54, 601–615. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12091
White, F. A., Borinca, I., Vezzali, L., Reynolds, K. J., Blomster Lyshol, J. K., Verrelli, S., & Falomir-Pichastor, J. M. (2021). Beyond

direct contact: The theoretical and societal relevanceof indirect contact for improving intergroup relations. Journal of Social
Issues, 77, 132–153. http://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12400

Wright, S. C., Aron, A., McLaughlin-Volpe, T., & Ropp, S. A. (1997). The extended contact effect: Knowledge of cross-group

friendships and prejudice. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 73–90. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.1.
73

Zhou, S., Page-Gould, E., Aron, A., Moyer, A., & Hewstone, M. (2019). The extended contact hypothesis: A meta-analysis on 20

years of research. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 23, 132–160. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868318762647

SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Additional supporting informationmay be found in the online version of the article at the publisher’s website.

How to cite this article: Cocco, V. M., Bisagno, E., Visintin, E. P., Cadamuro, A., Di Bernardo, G A, Trifiletti, E.,

Molinari, L., & Vezzali, L. (2022). Fighting stigma-based bullying in primary school children: An experimental

intervention using vicarious intergroup contact and social norms. Social Development, 31, 782–796.

https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12574

 14679507, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sode.12574 by U

niversita D
i V

erona B
ibliotec, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250344000488
https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2011.597090
https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2011.597090
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430219852404
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430219852404
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2014.982948
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2014.982948
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12091
http://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12400
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.1.73
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.1.73
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868318762647
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12574

	Fighting stigma-based bullying in primary school children: An experimental intervention using vicarious intergroup contact and social norms
	Abstract
	1 | INTRODUCTION
	1.1 | Developmental intergroup approach and social reasoning development perspective
	1.2 | Stigma-based bullying
	1.3 | Stigma-based bullying interventions
	1.4 | The present research

	2 | METHOD
	2.1 | Participants
	2.2 | Procedure
	2.3 | Measures
	2.3.1 | Comprehension test
	2.3.2 | Peer norms
	2.3.3 | Reactions to bullying


	3 | RESULTS
	4 | DISCUSSION
	FUNDING
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	ETHICS STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	ORCID
	REFERENCES
	SUPPORTING INFORMATION


