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Abstract
Experiences of discrimination and links to well-
being have been examined extensively, but several
gaps remain. The current study addresses four of
those gaps by (1) examining both aggregated and
source-specific forms of discrimination, (2) compar-
ing the experiences of minority and majority group
members, (3) expanding the range of outcomes to
include socially and developmentally appropriate
measures, and (4) conducting the study in Swe-
den, a context in which discrimination and well-
being are not well understood. The sample con-
sisted of 573 adolescents and emerging adults (71%
women, Mage = 19.21 years) who completed survey
measures of discrimination and psychosocial well-
being (self-esteem, life satisfaction, school adjust-
ment, and identity distress). Findings indicated that
minority groups reported more frequent discrimina-
tion, and more often cited ethnicity as the source
of discrimination, whereas majority groups most
often cited gender. Experiencing discrimination was
related to poorer psychosocial well-being similarly
for all groups. Youth experiencing ethnic discrimi-
nation were more often subjected to multiple forms
of discrimination compared with those subjected to
other forms of discrimination. Taken together, this
study brings important information on the com-
plexity of discrimination among youth in the mul-
ticultural context of migration in Sweden.
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Increasing levels of migration have often been accompanied by new challenges at the soci-
etal, interpersonal, and individual levels. Sweden, which has historically been open to
migrants and refugees, is no exception, with multiple waves of immigration from within
and outside Europe (Berry et al., 2006; SCB, 2019b). Currently, almost 20% of citizens were
born outside of the country and approximately 32% of the population comes from fami-
lies where at least one parent was born outside of Sweden (SCB, 2019a). The political and
public debates in Sweden have focused heavily on societal and economic challenges con-
nected to increased migration, with less attention on the challenges faced by individuals
with migrant backgrounds themselves.

Although Sweden has been ranked as the country with the most integration-promoting
policies in the world (MIPEX, 2020), research has shown that such positive policies may not
fit with the experience of everyday life among immigrant youth (Bredström, 2003; Gyberg,
Frisén, Syed, Wängqvist, & Svensson, 2018; Herz & Johansson, 2012; Svensson & Syed,
2019). Indeed, in their study of ethnicity-related narratives from diverse youth, Gyberg and
colleagues (2018) found that experiences of prejudice and discrimination were the most
commonly occurring theme. In the current study, we extend those findings by examining
the experiences of discrimination in greater depth, investigating how both ethnic-specific
and other forms of discrimination are related to psychosocial well-being among diverse
youth in Sweden.

1 PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF DISCRIMINATION AND
ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION

The integrative model for the study of developmental competencies among minority chil-
dren (García Coll et al., 1996) outlines the importance of understanding both the experi-
ences of discrimination and their potential psychosocial consequences. The model high-
lights that examining “social mechanisms” such as discrimination helps bring a more
nuanced view of variations in outcomes beyond a sole examination of “social positions”
such as race/ethnicity. Moreover, social mechanisms, in turn, have downstream implica-
tions for a broad array of psychosocial outcomes. In this model, discrimination pertains
to any group-based behavior that leads to unfair treatment, which can then lead to a
threatened sense of self and restricted accesses to resources that enable thriving. Indeed,
ample research has demonstrated the negative physical and psychological effects of dis-
crimination (see Benner et al., 2018; Paradies, 2006; Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Schmitt,
Branscombe, Postmes, & Garcia, 2014; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003, for reviews).

Despite the broad evidence for the pernicious effects of discrimination, there remain a
number of gaps in our knowledge. Here we highlight four that we address in the current
study. First, there is a need to understand multiple sources of discrimination (e.g., ethnic-
ity, gender), as most prior research has either studied discrimination as a broad concept or
investigated specific types of discrimination, with less work comparing multiple different
sources (Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams, Lawrence, & Davis, 2019). Although many studies
have used measures of discrimination that ask participants to identify the source of the
discrimination, this important information is seldom analyzed or reported (Williams et al.,
2019). Moreover, scholars have argued for the importance of examining multiple sources of
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discrimination that individuals may be subjected to, and thus when trying to map ethnic
discrimination it is also important to examine how other sources co-occur with it (Benner
et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2019). Accordingly, although our primary focus in the present
study is on ethnic discrimination, we also examine other forms of discrimination in addi-
tion to (i.e., “multiple sources” of discrimination) and in aggregate with (i.e., “general”
discrimination) ethnic discrimination, and compare the results across these different
methods. Doing so provides greater specificity on the experiences and implications of
discrimination.

Second, there is a need to compare the associations and outcomes of ethnic discrimi-
nation between majority groups and minority groups (Paradies, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2014).
Discrimination may have more severe consequences than other forms of negative treat-
ment (Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002), as discrimination portrays an individual’s status in
society, and others’ views risk being internalized into an individual’s sense of self (Goffman,
1963; Priest & Williams, 2018; Schmitt et al., 2014). The consequences of discrimination on
well-being are greater for individuals belonging to minority versus majority groups, espe-
cially in relation to self-esteem and psychological distress (Richman, Pascoe, & Lattanner,
2018; Schmitt et al., 2014).

Third, the Garcia Coll et al. (1996) integrative model specifies the importance of exam-
ining “developmental competencies” broadly, meaning multiple outcomes across multiple
age groups. The relation between both general discrimination and ethnic discrimination
with poor psychosocial well-being has been documented in numerous reviews and meta-
analyses (see Fish & Syed, 2020; Lewis, Cogburn, & Williams, 2015; Paradies, 2006; Priest
& Williams, 2018; Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2019), but there is a need to go fur-
ther. In particular, the integrative model argues for including outcomes that are socially
and developmentally appropriate. For adolescents and emerging adults, this would include
adjustment in school and adjustment with respect to their identity, which is a major devel-
opmental task across this period (Erikson, 1968). Thus, in the present study we examined
self-esteem and life satisfaction, as past studies often have, but expanded the range of
outcomes to include school adjustment and identity distress—a bundle that we broadly
refer to as psychosocial well-being. Moreover, we do so using a sample of adolescents and
emerging adults to get initial clues about how the experience and implications of discrim-
ination may vary at different points of development.

Fourth, most research on discrimination has been conducted in the United States, and
thus there is a need to understand discrimination in other cultural contexts (André &
Dronkers, 2017; Benner et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2019). Several of the reviews conducted
on discrimination emphasize that cultural context is critical when trying to understand dis-
crimination, both in general and with respect to ethnicity, due to differing power dynamics
(Benner et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2019). We elaborate on this issue in the next section,
given its central importance to the present study.

2 DISCRIMINATION AND ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION IN SWEDEN

Sweden is a particularly interesting cultural context when it comes to issues related to
discrimination, diversity, race and ethnicity, and especially so the relation between ethnic
discrimination and psychosocial well-being. A major protective factor against the negative
consequences associated with discrimination is a sense of ethnic belonging (e.g., Pascoe
& Richman, 2009; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). However, recent research has suggested that
many young people in Sweden have difficulties in developing a positive sense of ethnic
group identification (Gyberg et al., 2018; Scuzzarello & Carlson, 2018; Svensson, Berne,
& Syed, 2018), due to a dichotomous division of “Swede” versus “ immigrant” (Almqvist,
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2006; Gyberg et al., 2018; Johansson & Olofsson, 2011; Scuzzarello & Carlson, 2018; Svens-
son et al., 2018). Group identification can be understood in both objective and subjective
terms (Syed, Juang, & Svensson, 2018), where objective measures are researcher driven
assignments (i.e., immigrant background) while subjective measures allow people to
define their own in-groups (i.e., self-defined ethnicity). These are seldom differentiated
and accounted for, but could be important in understanding the relations between ethnic
discrimination and psychosocial well-being (Williams et al., 2019). Especially so in a
context like Sweden, where racial and ethnic groups are not clearly defined, and where
there is no direct language for group identifications (Svensson & Syed, 2019). Apart from
the word race not being used in the Swedish vocabulary, there is also largely a lack of
accepted hyphenated identities (e.g., Asian-American), which may increase the feelings
of marginalization and otherness (Scuzzarello & Carlson, 2018; Svensson & Syed, 2019).
Moreover, there has been a visible increase in the normalization of prejudice and racism
throughout the country (Hellström & Nilsson, 2010; Iakimova, 2018; Schierup, Ålund, &
Neergaard, 2018). Within this current context of Swedish migration, we need to further our
understanding of how discrimination is related to psychosocial well-being among young
people from diverse backgrounds.

Although there have been a couple of studies in Sweden on discrimination and psy-
chosocial well-being among adults (e.g., Borrell, Palència, Bartoll, Ikram, & Malmusi, 2015;
Mohseni & Lindström, 2008; Wiking, Johansson, & Sundquist, 2004), or studies on issues
related to discrimination, such as social exclusion, ethnic harassment, and racism among
Swedish youth (e.g., Hällgren, 2005; Herz & Johansson, 2012; Hübinette & Tigervall, 2009;
Özdemir, Sun, Korol, Özdemir, & Stattin, 2018; Safipour et al., 2011), to our knowledge there
are only two studies investigating discrimination specifically and its relation to psycholog-
ical well-being among youth in Sweden (i.e., Carlerby, Viitasara, Knutsson, & Gadin, 2012;
Virta, Sam, & Westin, 2004). Virta and colleagues found that Turkish-heritage adolescents
in Sweden perceived a lower degree of discrimination and had better psychological adapta-
tion than Turkish-heritage adolescents in Norway. This finding emphasizes how minorities
with similar backgrounds can face different struggles related to discrimination, even in two
neighboring and seemingly similar countries. Carlerby and colleagues’ study (2012) used a
general discrimination measure (i.e., aggregated across many different sources, including
ethnicity) and found it was related to higher psychosomatic symptoms among Swedish
adolescents. The study, however, did not investigate the different sources of discrimination
separately. Thus, the available research conducted in Sweden is somewhat mixed, suggest-
ing the need for additional and more in-depth studies.

3 THE PRESENT STUDY

The overall aim of the present study was to further the understanding of the relation
between discrimination and psychosocial well-being among diverse youth in Sweden. We
sought to address the limitations of the existing literature through examining discrimina-
tion in the Swedish context by (a) looking at ethnic-specific discrimination, co-occurrence
across multiple sources, and in aggregate across multiple sources; (b) comparing the
experience of minority and majority group members across both objective (i.e., immigrant
background) and subjective (i.e., self-defined ethnicity) classifications; and (c) examining
psychosocial outcomes that include not only standard indices of well-being, but also
the socially and developmentally appropriate indices of school adjustment and identity.
Given both the lack of research and inconsistent findings on the experience of discrimi-
nation in Sweden, we took a largely exploratory and descriptive approach, seeking to gain
greater specificity in the landscape of discrimination. We did so via the following research
questions:
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1. What are the frequencies and attributions of experiences of discrimination, and do they
vary by (a) immigrant background and (b) self-defined ethnicity?

2. How is discrimination associated with psychosocial well-being, and does this vary by (a)
immigrant background and (b) self-defined ethnicity?

Both research questions were further examined in terms of ethnic-specific discrimina-
tion, the co-occurrence of multiple sources of discrimination, and, in aggregate, taking all
sources of discrimination together. Although past research in general has found that expe-
riences of ethnic discrimination are more frequent among minority than majority mem-
bers, and that greater discrimination is associated with lower well-being, the available
research in Sweden is minimal and conflicting. Thus, we took an exploratory approach.

4 METHOD

4.1 Participants and procedure

Data were drawn from the Gothenburg Research on Ethnicity-related Experiences and
identity Narratives (GREEN) study (Gyberg et al., 2018), which consists of participants from
six upper secondary schools (3-year education following primary school, typically starting
at age 16) and two universities in the West and South of Sweden. Schools and classes were
selected based on official data on students’ immigrant background to achieve an ethnically
diverse sample. Data collection was carried out by the first author and six master students
in clinical psychology. In their classrooms students were informed about the ethics and
aims of the study, that participation was voluntary, and that they could end their partic-
ipation at any time. Participants either filled out a paper survey during school hours or
received a link to an online survey (Qualtrics) to conduct during their free time. The survey
took about 20–40 min to complete.

The sample for the current study consisted of 573 participants (71% women, 28% men,
1% non-binary or not reporting gender; age range: 15–29 years, Mage = 19.21, SD = 3.36)
from upper secondary schools (65%) and universities (35%). As indicators of socioeco-
nomic status, 72 participants (13%) worked part time or full time besides studying. Also,
of the 547 participants (95% of total sample) reporting highest completed level of educa-
tion for each caregiver, 165 (30%) indicated that both caregivers had completed a college
or university education, 153 (28%) answered that one caregiver had a completed degree,
and 229 (42%) indicated that none of their caregivers had completed a college or university
degree.

4.2 Measures

4.2.1 Immigrant background

We assessed immigrant background by asking the country of the birth for the partici-
pant and their parents. A total of 37 countries were represented in the sample, with 204
participants (36%) coded as having an immigrant background (i.e., at least one parent
born outside of Sweden) and 366 participants (64%) coded as having no immigrant back-
ground (3 participants did not report). Among the 72 participants reporting being born
outside of Sweden the time lived in Sweden ranged from 0 to 25 years (M = 12 years, SD =

5.50 years).
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4.2.2 Self-defined ethnicity

We assessed participants’ self-defined ethnicity using an open-ended question. Due to
unfamiliarity with the concept of ethnicity/ethnic identities in Sweden, a sample defini-
tion was given both orally and written in the questionnaires, saying; “Everyone has an
ethnic belonging. A person can have more than one ethnic identity. Examples of ethnic
identities are Sami, Bosnian and Swedish. Every person decides his or her ethnic belong-
ing” (Diskrimineringsgrunderna, 2012). Overall, participants reported about 80 different
self-defined ethnicities, with 55 participants (10%) indicating an ethnic minority group,
127 (23%) indicating both an ethnic minority and the majority (i.e., Swedish), and 368
(67%) identifying only as ethnic majority. These groups are hereby referred to as “major-
ity”, “mixed,” and “minority” groups. Twenty-two participants were not included in these
numbers due to stating that they did not belong to an ethnicity (n = 11) or because they
did not answer the question about ethnicity (n = 11).

Importantly, immigrant background and self-defined ethnicity overlapped considerably,
x2(2) = 312.63, p < .001, ν = .76 but were not entirely redundant. Whereas 93% of non-
immigrants also identified as being part of the ethnic majority, the immigrant subsample
was more variable, with 28% identifying as an ethnic minority, 53% with mixed ethnicities,
and 18% with the majority.

4.2.3 Everyday discrimination

We used the shortened Everyday Discrimination Scale (EDS; Sternthal, Slopen, & Williams,
2011), which comprises the stem question: “In your day-to-day life how often have any of
the following things happened to you?” followed by five statements concerning discrimi-
nation based on being treated with respect, receiving poor service, being assumed to not
be smart, people reacting to them with fear, and being harassed. Response options ranged
from 1 and 6, with higher scores indicating greater frequency of discrimination (ɑ = .74).
Participants next selected what they believed to be the main source of discrimination (they
could select multiple): religion, ethnicity, age, gender, sexuality, disability, and other (open
ended).

4.2.4 School adjustment

School adjustment was assessed using five items (Kerr & Stattin, 2000; Stattin, Svensson, &
Korol, 2019). The scale was originally developed for high school students, but was judged
to be suitable for older students as well. Example items were “How do you like school? and
“Are you satisfied with your school work?”. Responses were given on 5-point scales ranging
from 1 (very often), to 5 (almost never). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .62 for the total
sample (.58 for upper secondary students and .61 for university students).

4.2.5 Self-esteem

Global self-esteem was assessed with Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale (Robins, Hendin, &
Trzesniewski, 2001), consisting of the one item “I have high self-esteem.” answered on a
5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not very true of me) to 5 (very true of me). The scale
has been validated and shown to have strong convergent validity and a predictive validity
similar to that of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Robins et al., 2001).
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4.2.6 Life satisfaction

We used the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) to
assess degree of overall satisfaction with life. The scale consists of five items (e.g., “In most
ways my life is close to ideal” and “If I could live my life over, I would change almost noth-
ing”). Responses were given on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .79 in the current study.

4.2.7 Identity distress

We used the adapted version of the Identity Distress Scale (IDS; Berman, Montgomery, &
Kurtines, 2004), which consists of the stem question: “To what degree have you recently
been upset, distressed, or worried over the following issues in your life?”, followed by seven
issues: long-term goals, work, friendship, sexuality, religion, values and group loyalties. Par-
ticipants rated their degree of distress related to each issue, on a 5-point scale ("not at all"
to "very severely"; ɑ = .72).

4.2.8 Analysis plan

The analysis was split by research question, first examining frequencies and attributions of
discrimination, and then examining associations between discrimination and well-being.
Within each section we followed the same general approach: stratifying the reporting by
aggregate discrimination across all sources, followed by specific sources of discrimination
with a focus on ethnicity, and finally examining multiple sources of discrimination. Within
each we examined variations based on immigrant background and self-reported ethnic-
ity. All analyses were conducted using SPSS 24.0 unless otherwise indicated. Because the
study is largely exploratory, we used an alpha level of .05 for all analyses rather than lower-
ing it, wanting to remain open to possible findings that would be helpful for future work.
Nevertheless, we took the recommendations made by Benjamin et al. (2018) and consid-
ered p-values between .005 and .05 to be only suggestive of possible findings, saving more
confident conclusions for p-values less than .005.

5 RESULTS

5.1 Frequency and attributions of discrimination

5.1.1 Aggregate discrimination

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables are reported in Table 1. The
average level of discrimination experienced by the full sample was 2.28 (SD = 0.89, range:
1.00–5.20), which corresponds to between once a week and monthly. Participants with an
immigrant background reported greater frequency of discrimination compared to the par-
ticipants without an immigrant background (p= .008, Cohen’s d= .24; Table 2). There were
also differences across the three self-defined ethnicity groups (minority, mixed, and major-
ity; p= .010; Table 3). Bonferroni post hoc tests indicated that the minority group (p= .015,
Cohen’s d= .38) and the mixed group (p= .034, Cohen’s d= .26) reported greater frequency
of discrimination compared to the majority group.
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T A B L E 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Everyday discrimination 2.28 0.89 —

2. School adjustment 3.83 0.57 −.30 —

3. Satisfaction with life 5.01 1.10 −.29 .47 —

4. Self-esteem 3.62 1.03 −.17 .28 .49 —

5. Identity distress 2.25 0.73 .29 −.16 −.33 −.31

Note. For all correlations, p < .05.

T A B L E 2 Descriptive statistics for all study variables by immigrant background (N = 205) or non-immigrant
background (N = 366)

Immigrant Non-immigrant

M SD M SD t df p Cohen’s d

Everyday discrimination 2.42 1.00 2.20 0.82 −2.67 356.82 .008 −.23

School adjustment 3.71 0.58 3.90 0.56 3.80 406.82 <.001 .33

Satisfaction with life 4.88 1.24 5.09 1.01 2.06 353.32 .04 .18

Self-esteem 3.66 1.07 3.61 1.00 −0.56 390.67 .57 −.05

Identity distress 2.30 0.80 2.22 0.68 −1.17 364.76 .24 −.10

Note. Two participants did not report information on immigrant background. All tests are Welch’s robust t-tests.

5.1.2 Specific sources of discrimination

Among the 573 participants who answered the EDS, 412 specified at least one main source
for discrimination. The most commonly reported source was gender (n = 176, 43%), fol-
lowed by age (n = 170, 41%), ethnicity (n = 112, 27%), religion (n = 39, 9%), sexuality (n =

11, 3%), and disability (n = 9, 2%). Many participants also stated other sources of discrimi-
nation (n = 148, 36%), which included personality, behavior, mood, opinions, appearance,
occupation, and other people’s stupidity, envy or anxiety. Thus, ethnicity was a common
source of discrimination, but not the most common in the general sample. However, as
shown in Table 4 there were group differences in the attributed source of discrimination.
Participants with an immigrant background selected ethnicity (n = 93, 54%) as the most
common source, followed by age (n= 49, 29%) and gender (n= 49, 29%). In contrast, partic-
ipants without an immigrant background selected gender (n = 126, 47%) as the most com-
mon source, followed by age (n = 120, 44%), and ethnicity (n = 18, 7%). Similarly, as shown
in Table 4 there were group differences based on self-defined ethnicity in the attributed
sources of discrimination. Participants identifying as a minority group selected ethnicity
(n = 28, 59%), followed by religion (n = 13, 28%), gender (n = 11, 24%), and age (n = 11,
24%); those identifying with mixed ethnicities looked similar, selecting ethnicity (n = 50,
49%), followed by gender (n = 39, 38%), and age (n = 37, 36%); and participants identifying
with the majority group selected gender (n = 121, 45%) followed by age (n = 118, 43%), and
ethnicity (n = 25, 9%).

5.1.3 Co-occurrence of multiple sources of discrimination

About half (n = 192, 47%) of the participants reported multiple sources of discrimination.
Participants who reported ethnicity as the primary source of discrimination were more
likely to report multiple sources compared with those who selected other sources as pri-
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mary, x2(1, n = 410) = 23.63, p < .001, ɸ = .24, adjusted standardized residuals = 4.9). The
most common combinations paired with ethnicity were age, followed by gender, and reli-
gion. There were no differences between the immigrant group (48%) and non-immigrant
group (45%) in reporting multiple main sources of discrimination, x2(1, n = 410) = .34, p =

.560, ɸ= .03, nor were there difference across the minority (46%), mixed (57%), and major-
ity (44%) groups, x2(2, n = 391) = 4.86, p = .090, ɸ = .11.

5.2 Discrimination and psychosocial well-being

For this research question we first tested for differences among immigrant and self-defined
ethnicity groups in our measures of psychosocial well-being (i.e., identity stress, self-
esteem, life satisfaction, school adjustment), then examined how discrimination was asso-
ciated with well-being across different approaches of assessing discrimination.

5.2.1 Descriptive comparisons of psychosocial well-Being

As shown in Table 2, participants with an immigrant background reported poorer school
adjustment (p < .001, Cohen’s d = .33), and lower life satisfaction (p = .04, Cohen’s d = .18)
compared to non-immigrants. No significant differences between the groups were found
for either identity distress (p = .240, Cohen’s d = .10) or self-esteem (p = .570, Cohen’s d
= .05). As shown in Table 3, there were significant differences among the three ethnicity
groups for school adjustment (p <.001) and satisfaction with life (p = .02), but not for iden-
tity distress (p= .120) or self-esteem (p= .170). For school adjustment, Bonferroni post hoc
tests indicated that mean scores among the minority group were significantly lower than
both the mixed group (p= .009, Cohen’s d= .50) and the majority group (p<.001, Cohen’s d
= .72), who did not differ from one another (p = .102, Cohen’s d = .21). For life satisfaction,
scores for the minority groups were significantly lower than the majority group (p = .006,
Cohen’s d = .44), but there were no differences between the minority group and the mixed
group (p= .110, Cohen’s d= .31) or between the majority group and mixed group (p= .820,
Cohen’s d = .11).

5.2.2 Aggregate discrimination and psychosocial well-being

Examining the sample overall, aggregate discrimination across sources was significantly
associated with all four outcomes (all ps < .001): lower school adjustment (r = −.30), lower
satisfaction with life (r = −.29), lower self-esteem (r = −.17), and greater identity distress
(r = .29). Table 5 shows correlations among the study variables separated by immigrant
group and self-defined ethnicity group. Using the cocor R package (Diedenhofen & Musch,
2015) to compare the correlations across groups indicated no significant differences in the
correlation strength by immigrant or self-defined ethnicity group.

5.2.3 Specific sources of discrimination and well-being

Disaggregating ethnic discrimination versus other sources of discrimination indicated
some variations in the strength of the correlations with well-being, respectively: r = −.24
versus −.31 for school adjustment; −.21 versus −.26 for life satisfaction; −.12 versus −.26
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T A B L E 5 Correlations among study variables separated by immigrant background and self-defined
ethnicity

1 2 3 4

Immigrant background: Immigrant (left), non-immigrant (right)

1. Everyday discrimination —

2. School adjustment −.27/−.30 —

3. Satisfaction with life −.27/−.30 .49/.45 —

4. Self-esteem −.16/−.19 .22/.33 .44/.53 —

5. Identity distress .35/.24 −.16/−.15 −.28/−.37 −.27/−.35

Self-defined ethnicity: Minority (left), mixed (center), majority (right)

1. Everyday discrimination —

2. School adjustment −.17/−.26/−.29 —

3. Satisfaction with life −.22/−.23/−.33 .56/.42/.48 —

4. Self-esteem −.06/−.18/−.19 .18/.29/.32 .32/.52/.50 —

5. Identity distress .39/.37/.22 −.11/−.17/−.14 −.20/−.31/−.33 −.36/−.25/−.31

Note. Correlations do not significantly differ across groups.

for self-esteem; and .34 versus .23 for identity distress. However, comparisons of the corre-
lations using the cocor package indicated no significant differences (all ps > .05).

We next looked at the associations a different way, examining mean differences in well-
being by whether or not ethnicity was selected as the primary source. Participants report-
ing ethnicity as a primary source of discrimination reported greater frequency of discrim-
ination (p < .001, Cohen’s d = .39), lower school adjustment (p = .004, Cohen’s d = .32),
and lower life satisfaction (p = .010, Cohen’s d = .29) compared with the participants not
reporting ethnicity as a primary source of discrimination (Table 6). No differences were
found for identity distress (p = .190, Cohen’s d = .14) or self-esteem (p = .970, Cohen’s
d = .01). Because immigrant background and self-defined ethnicity are confounded with
reporting ethnicity as a source of discrimination, we conducted the aforementioned tests
within the immigrant and self-defined ethnic minority/mixed samples, which yielded the
same pattern of results.

5.2.4 Co-occurrence of multiple sources of discrimination and
well-being

Comparing the correlations between those who did and did not indicate multiple sources
of discrimination using the cocor package indicated no significant differences, respectively:
r=−.30 versus−.29 for school adjustment;−.20 versus−.28 for life satisfaction;−.18 versus
−.19 for self-esteem; and .23 versus .23 for identity distress.

6 DISCUSSION

The overall aim of the present study was to further the understanding of the relation
between discrimination and psychosocial well-being among diverse youth in Sweden.
Based on the limitations of past research, we examined discrimination in the Swedish
context by (a) examining ethnic-specific discrimination, co-occurrence across multiple
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sources of discrimination, and in aggregate across multiple sources; (b) comparing the
discrimination experience of minority and majority group members across both objective
(i.e., immigrant background) and subjective (i.e., self-defined ethnicity) classifications; and
(c) examining psychosocial outcomes in terms of standard indices of well-being as well as
socially and developmentally appropriate indices of school adjustment and identity. To do
so, we relied on a relatively large Swedish sample of youth from a variety of immigrant and
ethnic backgrounds, who reported on experiences of various forms of discrimination. This
approach allowed us to better understand the heterogeneity of experiences and implica-
tions of discrimination, as described in detail below.

Our first research question concerned the frequencies and attributions of discrimina-
tion, and whether these varied by the assigned measure of immigrant background and by
self-defined ethnicity. This was examined in terms of taking all sources together in aggre-
gate, as ethnic-specific discrimination, and as co-occurrence of multiple sources. In line
with previous research (e.g., Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2019), we found that minor-
ity groups of youth, in terms of immigrant background and self-defined ethnicity (i.e.,
minority and mixed), reported being discriminated more frequently compared with youth
from other groups, although the effect size of this difference was relatively small. One of the
main contributions of this study is that it also distinguished the main sources of discrimi-
nation, something that most studies have neglected (Williams et al., 2019). Seeing that the
sample mainly consisted of young women, it is not surprising that gender and age were
the overall most commonly reported sources of discrimination. Women may be viewed as
the primary subordinate group compared with men and gender injustice might be espe-
cially highlighted in Sweden, where gender equality is ideologically important (see Gyberg,
Frisén & Syed, 2019; Towns, 2002). In terms of age-based discrimination, many adolescents
and emerging adults may experience being treated more poorly and not taken seriously,
as they developmentally are in-between childhood and adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Hwang &
Nilsson, 2019). The third most commonly reported source of discrimination was ethnicity,
regardless of immigrant background or self-defined ethnicity, which further highlights the
complexity of migration, ethnicity, and discrimination within the Swedish context. Youth
self-identifying as ethnic majority, as well as the youth assigned to not having an immigrant
background, may have experiences of being in the ethnic minority depending on which
school they attend or in which neighborhood they live as many Swedish schools and neigh-
borhoods are highly segregated along the lines of immigrant/non-immigrant (Pettersson,
2003). Another way to understand this finding might be that there are many people in Swe-
den identifying themselves as Swedish, but not in the eyes of others, which has been found
to be a common experience among youth in Sweden (Gyberg et al., 2018; Svensson et al.,
2018).

The above-referenced patterns for the full sample, however, obscure important vari-
ations by immigrant background and self-defined ethnicity. Most participants from the
minority groups, both based on immigrant status and self-defined ethnicity, stated that
ethnicity was the main reason for their experiences of discrimination, compared to gen-
der being most important for the more advantaged majority groups. This finding further
highlights that, despite the many policies focused on equality and integration in Sweden
(MIPEX, 2020), youth from immigrant and minority backgrounds may not have concomi-
tant experiences of equality in their everyday lives (Gyberg et al., 2018; Hällgren, 2005; Iaki-
mova, 2018; Schierup et al., 2018; Svensson & Syed, 2019). This pattern of findings high-
lights the need to conduct research that examines the experiences of immigrant and minor-
ity youth so as to understand how social policies match up with reality. Moreover, even
though the patterns were similar for the objective and subjective classifications in that eth-
nicity was a more common source of discrimination in the immigrant and self-defined



GYBERG et al. 177

minority and mixed groups, one difference between the groups was that attributing dis-
crimination to religion was more common in the minority group. This further highlights
that taking self-defined ethnicity into account might capture nuances otherwise lost when
relying on objective classifications such as immigrant background.

The second research question addressed the relation between discrimination and psy-
chosocial well-being, and whether this relationship varied by immigrant background and
self-defined ethnicity. Although we found group differences in some of the outcomes
related to psychosocial well-being between the groups, the associations found between
discrimination and well-being did not differ between the groups. In other words and in
line with previous research, we found that discrimination was related to lower degrees
of psychosocial well-being across participants (e.g., Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Schmitt
et al., 2014). Thus, experiencing discrimination is potentially detrimental for youth from
all backgrounds. That said, it is important to note that we found that immigrant and self-
defined ethnic minority youth reported greater frequency of discrimination, and there-
fore they are more often experiencing this potentially detrimental situation. Overall the
patterns were similar across the classification of immigrant background and self-defined
ethnicity. However, while the self-defined minority group reported lower levels of life sat-
isfaction compared to the self-defined majority group, the self-defined mixed ethnicity
group did not differ from either of those groups. This finding further supports that self-
defined ethnicity seems to capture more nuances than objective measures and point to
the need to take both into account when trying to understand the experiences of diverse
youth.

Looking at ethnic-specific discrimination and the co-occurrence of multiple sources of
discrimination the results indicated that those participants who selected ethnicity as the
primary source of discrimination, not only reported higher frequency of discrimination
compared to those reporting other types, but also reported poorer school adjustment and
life satisfaction. Moreover, participants who selected ethnicity as the primary source of
discrimination were more often discriminated against for multiple reasons beyond just
ethnicity, compared to those who selected an alternate source. These patterns held even
when looking within the minority groups only. This finding suggests that structural and
systematic discrimination may be especially visible to those targeted due their ethnic-
ity, which makes them more attuned to other forms of discrimination. Alternatively, in
the Swedish context many immigrants and ethnic minorities are also Muslim, so expe-
riences of discrimination can simultaneously be understood as targeting both ethnicity
and religion. This finding and potential explanation emphasizes the importance of apply-
ing an intersectional approach when trying to understand the impact of discrimination, as
people often belong to multiple intersecting social identities, which might have different
impacts on psychosocial well-being (Benner et al., 2018; Syed & Ajayi, 2018; Williams et al.,
2019).

Comparting ethnic discrimination versus other sources of discrimination indicated
some variations in the strength of the correlations with well-being, but no significant dif-
ferences. Thus, experiencing discrimination, regardless of source, seems to have negative
effects on youth’s psychosocial well-being in terms of school adjustment, life satisfaction,
self-esteem, and identity distress. As all the sources of discrimination are often closely tied
to people’s identities (Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2019),
being subjected to discrimination may thus equal an attack on the self. Seeing that ado-
lescents and emerging adults are in developmental periods where identity formation is
heightened in multiple domains (Arnett, 2000; Syed, 2010; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014), it
is not that surprising that many factors of well-being can be affected (Benner et al., 2018;
Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Priest et al., 2013; Schmitt et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2019).
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6.1 Limitations and future directions

There are several limitations that need to be acknowledged. Due to sample size constraints
and the cross-sectional design, we could not test a more overarching model including all
variables or the longitudinal consequences for well-being. Likewise, we were not able to
compare specific sources of discrimination with each other. Still, this is one of very few
studies (see Williams et al., 2019) conducted that did investigate sources of discrimination,
which resulted in a wide range of sources of discrimination, and to differentiate between
assigned, objective measures and self-defined measures of group differences. The unique-
ness of the Swedish context in which the study is performed, with contrasts between inte-
gration friendly policies and individuals’ everyday experiences of discrimination, calls for
caution concerning the generalization of the findings to other contexts, while the findings
within this context also highlights the complexity between policy and everyday experiences
that may be present in other contexts as well. Further, it is important to consider the mech-
anism behind group-level differences of discrimination, and to include possible mediators
at the individual level. People’s behavior is mediated by cognitive–affective units such as
goals, expectations, and beliefs (Mendoza-Denton & Goldman-Flythe, 2009) which could
further our understanding of the direct, and indirect relationship between racial and ethnic
stigmatization and well-being and health.

7 CONCLUSIONS

Taken together, the current study brings important insights into the complexity of the phe-
nomenon of discrimination among youth in the multicultural and highly diverse context of
Sweden. Further, this study highlights the importance of investigating discrimination and
psychosocial development from multiple angles, where both immigrant background, self-
defined ethnicity, and multiple sources of discrimination need to be taken into account,
and not be assumed to be fully overlapping and interchangeable. Sweden has wide and
complex views in relation to migration, which need to be considered when seeking to
understand and prevent discrimination among youth. Even though the Swedish context
is thought to be integration friendly and equality focused, the experiences of youth with
immigrant backgrounds or identifying with minority/mixed ethnicities are not always con-
sidered valid, or even solicited (Hübinette & Tigervall, 2009). Of course, this is likely to also
be true in other cultural contexts as well, and points to the need for targeted interventions
that are carefully thought through, and might benefit from thinking about how ethnicity-
based discrimination fits within the broader landscape of discrimination and inequality in
the Swedish context.
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