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Abstract 

The purpose for our study was to see whether reporting mothers and 

fathers safe base separately protects adolescents who are ethnically 

harassed from developing low self-esteem. To examine this, we use 

secondary longitudinal data with immigrant adolescents. In addition to 

bivariate correlations we ran two moderation regression analyses to 

test if perceived safe base from mothers or fathers could affect the link 

between ethnic harassment and self-esteem. Moreover, we wanted to 

see if perceiving safe base with either parent could change the level of 

self-esteem within the adolescent. The results showed significance when 

mothers safe base was tested as a moderator. However, this was not the 

case for the fathers. The findings in our study were discussed and 

compared to previous research. 
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Sammanfattning 

Syftet med vår studie var att se om mammors och pappors säkra 

anknytning skyddar ungdomar som är etniskt trakasserade från att 

utveckla lågt självförtroende. För att undersöka detta använde vi 

longitudinell data med invandrarungdomar. Utöver bivariata 

korrelationer har vi genomfört två moderationsanalyser för att testa om 

en uppfattad säker anknytning till mammor eller pappor kan påverka 

sambandet mellan etniska trakasserier och självförtroende. Utöver 

detta ville vi se om uppfattad säker anknytning med ena föräldern kan 

ändra graden av självförtroende hos ungdomarna. Resultaten visade 

signifikanta resultat när mammors säkra anknytning testades som en 

moderator. Men detta var inte fallet för papporna. Resultaten i vår 

studie diskuterades och jämfördes med tidigare forskning. 

Nyckelord: säker anknytning, etniska trakasserier, 

självförtroende, lågt självförtroende, immigranter, ungdomar, 

moderation 
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Self- esteem is the part in us that define our own value (Myers, & Twenge, 2013). 

Through adolescence youths show more shifting self-esteem than the years before or after 

adolescence (Alsaker, & Olweus, 1992). Some people have higher levels of self-esteem and 

some have lower levels of self-esteem (Myers, & Twenge, 2013). Low self-esteem can occur 

in all ages but among adolescent low self-esteem may be more relevant because of the 

developmental task they have to go through, for example finding their self (Steinberg, & 

Morris, 2001). Low level of self-esteem often leads adolescents to blame themselves, for 

example if something bad happens to you, they will blame themselves even though it might 

not have been their fault (Myers, & Twenge, 2013). Low levels of self-esteem put the youth at 

risk for different types of problems in adolescence but also later in life. Poor mental health 

and physical health problems are two examples. Due to the negative outcomes in adolescents 

who experience low levels of self-esteem, a deeper understanding of the factors that affect 

self-esteem in a negative way is important (Trzesniewski, Donnellan, Moffitt, Robins, 

Poulton, & Caspi, 2006) 

One of the factors that has a negative impact on self-esteem is ethnic harassment. 

Ethnic harassment means that a person gets harassed because of their ethnic heritage 

(Schneider, Hitlan, Radhakrishnan, & Murphy Kevin, 2000). According to different studies, 

adolescents who are ethnic harassed experience low levels of self-esteem (Bucchianeri, 

Eisenberg, Wall, Piran, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2014; Bayram Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014). A 

possible reason why ethnical harassment leads to low self-esteem is because when the 

adolescent is being ethnical harassed, the harassment can be interpreted by the adolescents as 

a threat to their own value. If the adolescents own value is being threatened this can lead to 

damage on the way the youth value them self and in turn this can be a possible reason why the 

adolescent has low self-esteem (Ryan, & Deci, 2000). Ethnic harassment has a negative effect 

on adolescents “psychological health” and self-esteem if they are being harassed throughout a 
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long period of time (Bayram Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014). However, not all adolescents who are 

ethnically harassed show low levels of self-esteem. Why do just some adolescent gets affected 

by ethnic harassment and others do not? What are the possible protective factors?   

One thing that can affect your self-esteem and possibly work as a protective factor 

against ethnic harassment is the attachment you develop with your parents early in life. 

Attachment theory describes the connection a caregiver has to their child (Broberg, Almqvist, 

Tjus, Iliste, & Nilsson, 2003). According to different studies (Frost, Gordon, Becraft, Pascal, 

Golden, & Simpson, 1998; Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1998 

as cited in Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000), developing a safe 

base with the caregivers protects the child from developing adjustment problems. Secure 

attachment means that the child knows that the caregiver will be there for them if they need it, 

and they have a safe base at home (Ainsworth, Blehar, Wathers, & Wall, 1978, ref in Broberg, 

et al., 2003). More specifically, a secure attachment is characterized by warm and caring 

parents, safety and trust from parents. Also, a secure attachment with parents gives the 

adolescents a safe base that they can come to when experiencing stressful situations (Broberg, 

et al., 2003). Safe base is one of the parts in secure attachment and also the part which we 

chose to focus on in this study (Ainsworth, Blehar, Wathers, & Wall, 1978, ref in Broberg, et 

al., 2003). The reason why we chose only safe base is that safe base seems to protect the 

adolescents when it comes to experiencing stressful situations (Federal Interagency Forum on 

Child and Family Statistics, 1998 as cited in Cabrera, et al., 2000) 

Although perceiving the caregivers as warm, caring and a safe base seems to protect 

adolescents who experience negative situations from developing adjustment problems 

(Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1998 as cited in Cabrera, et al., 

2000), most studies have been conducted on mothers (Cabrera, et al., 2000). Mothers are more 

important when it comes to safe base. The adolescent more often lean on their mother than 
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their father in regards to safe base. One reason behind this might be that the mother is playing 

a leading role when it comes to safe base and the father function more as a support to the 

mother (Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle, & Haggart, 2006). However previous studies have 

pointed out the importance in including the father in future research and the type of role that 

he has towards his adolescent (Harris, Furstenberg, & Marmer, 1998; Miconi, Moscardino, 

Ronconi, & Altoé, 2017).  

Father's involvement in their child's/adolescent’s life decreases distress and increases 

their well-being (Harris et al., 1998; Frost et al., 1998). In one study they even went as far as 

to say that fathers affect the child's well-being even when the mother is not included (Frost et 

al., 1998). Hence the fathers influence on the child is self-sufficient regarding to the child's 

well-being. Present fathers also increase the adolescent’s well-being, more so when the 

adolescent suffers distress like victimization from for examples bullying or ethnic harassment. 

Thus, the more ethnic harassment the adolescent suffer the more important are the support 

from the father (Flouri, & Buchanan, 2002).  

The Present study  

 Our research question in this study is: Does safe base from parents moderate the 

association between ethnic harassment and self-esteem in immigrant adolescents. To examine 

this we use longitudinal data with immigrant adolescent to see the effect through time. All in 

all several studies have looked at secure attachment on self-esteem (Frank, Gila, Plunkett, 

Scott, & Otten, Mark, 2010; Miconi, et al., 2017; Plunkett, Williams, Schock, & Sands, 

2007), and the effect ethnic harassment have on self-esteem (Bucchianeri, et al., 2014), 

however no previous study has examined if safe base can prevent the adolescent who are 

ethnically harassed to report decrease in self-esteem. Because ethnic harassment decreases the 

adolescents self-esteem (Bucchianeri, et al., 2014; Bayram Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014), and 

safe base increases the adolescents self-esteem (Miconi, et al., 2017; Chen‐ Bouck, & 
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Patterson, 2016). We hypothesized that ethnic harassment will decrease the adolescent’s self-

esteem. Safe base from mothers and fathers will increase the adolescent’s self-esteem and 

when the adolescent perceived safe base from either their mother or father their self-esteem 

will not decrease even though they are being harassed.   

Method 

Participants 

In this study we focused on first- and second-generation immigrants who were 

experiencing ethnic harassment. The secondary data on adolescents used in this study was 

collected from a longitudinal project “The Seven Schools” between 2007 and 2011. Our target 

sample was 943 high school students in grade 7 to 9. The students were from various schools 

in Örebro a medium sized city in Sweden. Of this sample 327 met our analytical requirements 

of being first- or second-generation immigrants. The age amongst the students differed from 

13 to 16. There were 166 females (Mage= 13.94, SD= .80) and 161 males (Mage= 13.92, SD= 

.82). 

Measures 

Self-esteem, ethnic harassment and safe base were all measured by handing out a 

questionnaire to the adolescents.  

Self-esteem. We used a standardized ten items scale for self-esteem (Rosenberg, 

1979). Our measure at T1 had a Cronbach alpha of α =.86 and our measure at T2 had a 

Cronbach alpha of α =.84. The questionnaire included questions like “On the whole, you are 

satisfied with yourself”, “At times you think you are no good at all” and “You feel that you 

have a number of good qualities”. Some items were reverse coded (e.g. At times you think 

you are no good at all”). The participants could answer using a Likert scale between 1 and 4 

were 1=Don't agree at all and 4= Agree completely. Thus, a high score meant high self-

esteem. 
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Ethnic harassment. To measure ethnic harassment, we used a seven items scale 

created for “The seven Schools project”. Example of the questions “Has anyone looked at you 

in a way that makes you certain they have a negative attitude towards you, just because you or 

your parents come from another country?”, “Has anyone said anything derogatory about your 

origin, for example words like nigger, darky, damned immigrant, inkface, ching chong or 

something else?” and ”Has anyone said that you are doing something wrong because you 

don't do it like Swedish people do?”. The participants could answer between 1 to 5 where 1= 

Never and 5= Daily. The instrument used for measuring ethnic harassment has been used 

before and is valid and reliable (Bayram Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014) with a Cronbach alpha of 

α =.92. 

Safe base. Safe base was measured the same for both mothers and fathers separately 

(Biesecker, 2007). We used 5 items scale included questions such as “I feel comfortable 

sharing my private thoughts and feelings with my mother/father”, “I feel that I can try new 

things because I know my mother/father supports me”, “I know that my mother/father is there 

when I need her”. The answers ranged from 1 to 7 were 1= Disagree strongly and 7= Agree 

strongly. The measure had a Cronbach alpha of α =.90 for both mothers and fathers. 

Procedure 

Before collecting the data, the heads of the schools were asked the consent for their 

students to participate. Written consents were sent for the parents to apply. The parents were 

informed about the nature of the research and if they did not want their adolescents to 

participate they needed to decline any participation. Then they collected data by passing out 

surveys only to the adolescents who wanted to participate and were allowed by their parents 

to participate. The adolescents that participated were instructed by experienced accessory on 

how the answers were to be filled in. The adolescents got information about how the 

participation were voluntary and that all the answers would be confidential. Another 
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declaration was given to those who choose to not participate. The class were given 

compensation and the students each received a small token for their contribution. The 

processes was conducted a year later for the same participants. 

Statistical Analyses 

All analysis used in this study were computed with the data program Statistical 

Package for Social Science (SPSS). We started with descriptive analyses to see sample size, 

mean and standard deviation of all our variables. Then we ran bivariate correlations to check 

the associations between our variables of interest. Since studies showed that adolescent boys 

report higher level of self-esteem than girls (Block, & Robins, 1993), we also reported the 

correlation between gender and self-esteem at both time points. We also ran two different 

moderated regression analyses using PROCESS program developed for SPSS by Andrew 

Hayes (Field, 2013). The first model included ethnic harassment as a predictor, self-esteem as 

outcome and safe base with mothers as a moderator. The second model included ethnic 

harassment as a predictor, self-esteem as outcome and safe base with fathers as the moderator. 

Results 

Descriptive analysis 

Our descriptive is reported in Table 1 below. The descriptive results shows our sample 

size (N=327) in each category as well as mean (M) and standard deviation (SD). Eighty eight 

percent of our sample reported that they have suffered ethnic harassment. 

The bivariate correlation analysis established that all variables were correlated with 

self-esteem at time point 1 (T1). The results for mothers and fathers were similar in all 

aspects. Specifically, perceiving the mother as a safe base was positively correlated with self-

esteem (r = .39, p < .01), the same was true for the father (r = .32, p < .01). Ethnic harassment 

was negatively correlated to perceiving mother (r = -.19, p < .01) and father (r = -.17, p < .01) 

as a safe base. At time point 2 (T2) perceiving the mother as a safe base was positively 



ETHNIC HARASSMENT SELF-ESTEEM AND SAFE BASE                                                                                    7 
 

correlated with self-esteem (r = .27, p < .01) the same was true for the father (r = .22, p < .01). 

Though the magnitude of the relation between self-esteem and ethnic harassment had 

increased to moderate from T1 (r = -.17, p < .01) to T2 (r = -.26, p < .01), the direction was 

still negative and significant. Additionally, gender was tested in a correlation analysis against 

all variables. The only time where gender had a significant, small negative correlation was 

with ethnic harassment (r = -.12, p < .05). Due to this we do not focus on gender differences 

in this study, however we control for gender in our tests, as well as the effect of self-esteem at 

T1. 

Table 1. 

Mean, Standard deviations, Correlations and Inter-item Correlations among the Study 

Variables 

                                                               1            2             3            4             5           6           7 

1. Mothers Safe Base                  -                 

2. Fathers Safe Base                  .67**      - 

3. Ethnic Harassment               -.19**   -.17**       - 

4. Self-Esteem T1                     .39**     .32**    -.17**       - 

5. Self-Esteem T2                     .27**     .22**    -.26**     .58**       - 

6. Age                                      -.08        -.05         .07         .06         -.05          -                    

7. Gender                                  .04        -.06        -.12*      -.09         -.04        -.03         - 

Means                                        5.39       4.96       1.46       3.19        3.09       13.92  

Standard Deviations                  1.55       1.77       0.44       0.58        0.60        0.81 

 Note: T1 and T2 refers to data collected at first and second time point.  

 *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p< .001 

Does the perception of mother and father as safe base moderate the association between 

ethnic harassment and self-esteem in immigrant adolescents?   

We ran a moderated regression analysis to test whether safe base from mothers or 

fathers moderated the association between ethnic harassment and self-esteem among 
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immigrant adolescents. The results showed that the overall model explained 37 % of the 

variations in self-esteem, F (5, 249) = 29.15, p < .001. Controlling for the level of self-esteem 

at T1 (β = .58, p < .001. F (1, 291) = 148.84, p < .001), results showed that ethnic harassment 

increased the likelihood of reporting low self-esteem at T2 (β = -.14, p < .05). Perceiving the 

mother as a safe base did not decrease the likelihood of experiencing low self-esteem (β = .02, 

p = .69). However, safe base from mothers significantly moderated the association between 

ethnic harassment and self-esteem at T2 (β = .09, p < .05). In other words when the adolescent 

have a safe base with their mother, their self-esteem is more stable even though they are being 

ethnical harassed (see figure 1). The interaction term explained 1% of the variations in self-

esteem by itself, F (1, 249) = 4.15, p < .05. Simple slope test showed that ethnically harassed 

adolescents did not decrease their level of self-esteem when they perceived their mother as a 

safe base (see Figure 1). Regarding the relationship with fathers, perceiving the father as a 

safe base decreased the likelihood of experiencing low self-esteem (β = .19, p = .01). 

However, safe base from fathers did not significantly moderate the association between ethnic 

harassment and self-esteem (β = .05, p = .38).  

Table 2 

Results of the moderation analysis testing the moderating role of mother’s safe base on the 

association of ethnic harassment on self-esteem.  

                                                                            

                                     B(SE)                   t                         p                       Upper 

                                                                                                                     bound 

Safe base mothers       .02(.06)               .40                     .69                        .14 

Ethnic harassment      -.14(.06)            -2.47                    .01                       -.03 

Interaction effect         .09(.04)              2.04                   .04                         .17 

Self-Esteem T1           .51(.05)              9.28                   .001                       .62 

Notes: Reported regression coefficients are standardized values. The model R2= .37, F (5,249) 

= 29.15, p < .001 

Figure 1. 



ETHNIC HARASSMENT SELF-ESTEEM AND SAFE BASE                                                                                    9 
 

Results of the simple slope test on the moderating role of mother’s safe base on ethnically 

harassed adolescent's self-esteem. 

 

Discussion 

The purpose with this study was to examine the link between ethnic harassment and 

self-esteem, as well as the conditions that could prevent adolescents who experience ethnic 

harassment to report a decrease in self-esteem. Our hypotheses were that ethnic harassment 

will decrease the adolescent’s self-esteem. Safe base from mothers and fathers will increase 

the adolescent’s self-esteem and when the adolescent perceived safe base from either their 

mother or father their self-esteem will not decrease even though they are being harassed. In 

line with previous studies that have looked at the link between ethnic harassment and self-

esteem (Bucchianeri, et al., 2014; Bayram Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014), our study showed that 

ethnic harassment increased the likelihood to report low self-esteem. We only found one other 

study that used longitudinal data on ethnic harassment and self-esteem as we did (Bayram 

Özdemir, & Stattin, 2014). Therefore, our study provides support for the idea that ethnic 

harassment represents a risk factor for the development of low self-esteem. Our study also 
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showed that perceiving the mother as a safe base increases the self-esteem in adolescents. 

Also the father affects the adolescent´s self-esteem positively. These results are in line with 

earlier study (Plunkett, et al., 2007). In addition, and in support of our hypothesis, a safe base 

with the mother also moderated the link between ethnic harassment and self-esteem. 

Specifically, adolescents who perceive their mother as a safe base will not be as negatively 

affected by ethnic harassment as those who do not perceive their mother as a safe base. 

Moreover, perceived safe base from mothers seems to function as a “safety net” and helps the 

adolescents so that their self-esteem does not decrease as much when being ethnically 

harassed, as it would have if they did not perceive their mothers as a safe base. However, 

fathers’ safe base does not moderate the link between ethnic harassment and self-esteem. 

When assessing the direct effect of mother as a safe base on self-esteem, our results 

showed that the perception of neither mother nor father as safe base increased self-esteem. 

These findings are surprising. However, there have been research done on adolescents and 

different attachments styles with peers, romantic partners and parents. They found that 

although many adolescents still used the parents as a secure base, the adolescent most likely 

would shift their secure base to a peer or a romantic partner if they felt a mutual caring, 

supportive, trusting and intimate relationship with them (Fraley, & Davis, 1997). This could 

be a reason for why the adolescent's self-esteem did not increase when they perceived the 

mother or father as a safe base.  

As hypothesized, the findings in our study indicate that safe base from mothers 

moderates the association between ethnic harassment and self-esteem in immigrant 

adolescents. However, on contrary to our hypothesis, this was not the case for the father. A 

possible reason why we only found a moderating link for safe base from mothers but not from 

fathers can be explained by findings reported by Kerns (2015). She argued that adolescents 

lean on their fathers when they need to explore new things, for example attending in sport 
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(Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982, as cited in Kerns, 2015). However, when they feel 

distressed the adolescent more often lean on their mothers. Since being ethnically harassed 

represents a stressful event that the adolescent is going through, perceiving their mothers as a 

safe base can help them deal with such stress in an adaptive way, without negatively affecting 

their self-esteem (Kerns, 2015). Self-esteem can also be affected by the adolescent’s self-

worth. If an adolescent has a good self-worth created by a warm and caring parent this can 

have a positive effect on the person's self-esteem. A good self-worth can also help the 

adolescent lean on their self instead of others. If the adolescent does not lean on other people 

and the approval of others they might not be as affected by ethnical harassment. They know 

that they are worthy and value their self high (Chen‐ Bouck, & Patterson, 2016). When it 

comes to safe base, it doesn't matter which parent the adolescent gets it from. One parent is 

better than none, with parental role being irrelevant to the adolescent’s self-esteem and in this 

case the mother (Liu, 2008). This might not be the case dependent on the situations the 

adolescent goes through. As Kerns (2015) mention, when the adolescent goes through 

stressful situations they lean on the mothers. This might be a possible reason for why it 

showed significans for mothers but not fathers. So, a good self-worth possibly created by a 

safe base can help the adolescent lean on their self and their own approval and it can lead to 

good self-esteem and the self-esteem in turn gets less affected by ethnic harassment. This 

because they feel worthy and value their self high thanks to a safe base from in this case the 

mother.  All in all, although several studies have looked at the effect of secure attachment on 

self-esteem (Frank, et al., 2010; Miconi, et al., 2017; Plunkett, et al., 2007), and at the effect 

of ethnic harassment on self-esteem (Bucchianeri, et al., 2014, as above), but no previous 

studies have examined which of the conditions within the family setting that can prevent 

adolescents who are ethnically harassed to report a decrease in self-esteem. 
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This study has some limitations that we have to take into account. The first one is that 

our sample size decreased due to the fact that we were interested in immigrant adolescents of 

first and second generation. The target sample from the beginning were 927 participants and 

our sample size were 327 immigrant participants. Another possible limitation can be that the 

adolescent has forgotten events that are important for our study and things that has happened 

to them during the year and that's why they might report them inaccurate in their answers.       

This study also has some strength that needs to be acknowledge. One strength is that 

we use longitudinal data and due to this we could make predictions over time. Another 

strength is the instruments we have used. They have been used in prior research and showed 

good reliability and validity. One feasible strength with this study is that the sample is from 

seven different school in seven different types of areas and with both females and males. This 

can give our study a wider perspective and generalizability for, for example different 

socioeconomic status (SES) and different ethnic backgrounds. The last strength with this 

study and possibly the most important one is that this study represents, to our knowledge, the 

first one that studied the link between ethnic harassment, self-esteem and safe base. This 

opens a new line for further research to investigate and develop.  

Based on these findings, future studies could examine the effect of safe base on school 

adjustment when the adolescent gets ethnically harassed. An interesting aspect is to see if a 

safe base can protect adolescents who are ethnically harassment and prevent a bad school 

outcome. We think this is an important aspect to look at because adolescents spend so much 

time in school. It can also be interesting to examine if it is parents or peers that affect the 

adolescent´s self-esteem the most. In adolescence peers play an important role, some might 

even say that peers have more influence on the adolescent than the parents during this time in 

life (Santrock, 2015). Therefore, further studies need to examine if it is parents or peers that 

affect the adolescent´s self-esteem the most.  
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Ethnical harassments are negative for one’s self-esteem. However, can the parent´s 

safe base function as a support for the ethnically harassed adolescents? In regard to mothers or 

fathers safe base with their ethnically harassed adolescents we found that safe base from 

mothers affected the self-esteem positively and therefore mothers can be a support in the 

matter of prevention of low self-esteem in their adolescents. On the other hand, we did not 

find anything that suggested the same for fathers. However, that does not mean that fathers 

are not important to the adolescents in other aspects. Though we know that safe base from 

parents especially mothers is not the only thing that affect the adolescent’s self-esteem we can 

see that it does have a positive role to play when the adolescent suffers ethnical harassment. 
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