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Abstract
Dropout from upper secondary education is a persistent educational problem, par-
ticularly among first-generation immigrant youth. This study examined factors asso-
ciated with intentions to dropout to gain further insight into the process of leaving 
upper secondary education. The analyses of 1299 Norwegian first-year upper sec-
ondary school students’ (88% native Norwegians, 12% first-generation immigrants) 
self-reported intentions to quit school, loneliness, and peer victimization in school 
showed that first-generation immigrants experienced higher levels of loneliness than 
native Norwegians. In contrast, there were no differences in the levels of peer vic-
timization and intentions to quit between native Norwegians and first-generation 
immigrants. However, loneliness showed a significantly stronger association with 
intentions to quit among first-generation immigrants. The results underscore the 
importance of tackling first-generation immigrants’ loneliness in school to reduce 
their intentions to quit upper secondary education and thus potentially improve con-
ditions for school completion.

Keywords Intentions to quit school · Immigrant status · Poor peer relations · 
Loneliness · Peer victimization · Upper secondary education

1 Introduction

Dropout from upper secondary education represents a major challenge in many 
Western societies, not only because it is expensive for the community but also 
because it may hinder further integration and participation in society, and it can 
have both short- and long-term negative consequences (De Ridder et  al., 2012; 
Freudenberg and Ruglis, 2007; Lamb and Markussen, 2011; Lillejord et al., 2015). 
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In Norway, all adolescents have a statutory right to be enrolled in an upper second-
ary educational program, and 98% proceed directly to such programs from the 10th 
grade of compulsory school (NOU, 2018: p. 15). However, every fourth student 
(25.5%) does not complete upper secondary school after five years, and in line with 
international trends (e.g., Kilpi Jakonen, 2011; Makarova and Herzog, 2013), we 
find that first-generation immigrant students are particularly overrepresented (42% 
are non-completers after 5 years; Statistics Norway, 2019a, 2019b). It is thus impor-
tant to gain insights into school factors that might play distinct roles for various 
groups.

Dropout is rarely a sudden event; rather, it is more frequently an endpoint of 
a process that begins with disengagement from school and evolves into an inten-
tion to quit (Finn, 1989; Frostad et  al., 2015; Rumberger and  Rotermund, 2012). 
Makarova and Herzog (2013) found in their qualitative study of immigrants that the 
relationship with classmates was one of several significant predictors of “hidden 
school drop-out”, i.e., losing interest in the lesson and becoming disengaged dur-
ing classes. Another qualitative study addressing peer relations and ethnicity in the 
dropout process also contributes to the understanding of dropout from high school 
(Grønborg, 2015). The current study focuses on intentions to quit. Previous studies 
regarding the role of poor peer relations in intentions to quit school are scarce (Car-
bonaro and Workman, 2013; Frostad et  al., 2015; Haugan et  al., 2019). No quan-
titative studies addressing the differences between first-generation immigrants and 
natives in terms of loneliness and victimization and their relationship with intentions 
to quit high school were found. Consequently, the main aim of the present study is 
to investigate whether there are differences between first-generation immigrants and 
native Norwegians in the associations between the intentions to quit school and two 
aspects of poor peer relations in school: loneliness and peer victimization. Moreo-
ver, differences in levels of intentions to quit, loneliness and peer victimization will 
be assessed.

1.1  Intentions to quit and dropping out of upper secondary education 
among immigrant youth

Theoretically, intention to quit originates from theories of planned behavior (Ajzen, 
2012) and motivational models emphasizing intention as a precursor of actual drop-
out behavior (Vallerand et  al., 1997). Intentions to quit school captures the level 
of students’ inclination to leave school before completion while still enrolled. The 
concept has been widely used in studies investigating school failure from a motiva-
tional perspective (e.g., Alivernini and Lucidi, 2011; Bergeron et al. 2011; Freeny 
and O’Connell, 2011; Frostad et al., 2015; Hardre and Reeve, 2003; Studsrød and 
Bru, 2011a; Tvedt et al., 2021; Vallerand et al., 1997). Studies specifically focusing 
on intentions to quit among immigrant youth are, however, lacking.

Immigrant students may find it difficult to decode the cues used in the class-
room and actively engage in the teaching and learning process; accordingly, they 
may experience both academic and social failure. Furthermore, they may perceive 
their own cultural practices to be devalued in the school context. Ultimately, the 
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enactment of this process is hypothesized to lead to a lack of engagement in school 
(Bingham and Okagaki, 2018). As no previous studies on differences in the level of 
intentions to quit between immigrants and natives have been conducted, we need 
to draw on studies on differences in dropout levels for our study. Across the globe, 
first-generation immigrants are clearly overrepresented regarding dropout (Kala-
lahti et al., 2017; Lødding, 2009; Markussen et al., 2006). However, if we look at 
motivational constructs, a contradictory picture emerges: Minority students reported 
a higher intensity of learning strategy utilization and stronger mastery and perfor-
mance motivation (Elstad and Turmo, 2007; Bakken and Hyggen, 2018), more posi-
tive attitudes towards school (Chiu et al. 2012) and less academic boredom (Tvedt 
et al., 2021) than majority students. This contradictory picture makes it relevant to 
ask whether other factors, such as social relations with peers in school, may play a 
more important role in intentions to quit among immigrant students.

1.2  Poor peer relations in school

1.2.1  Loneliness in school

Loneliness can be viewed on a continuum, with students experiencing varying 
degrees of loneliness (Cassidy and Asher, 1992; Russel et  al., 1980). Loneliness 
may also be viewed as a multidimensional construct, as some researchers (Dejong-
Gierveld, 1982; Laine, 1998; Weiss, 1973) have differentiated emotional (lack of 
intimacy or a close friend) and social (dissatisfaction with friends and lack of a net-
work) loneliness. Furthermore, Laine (1998) introduced the concept of school-based 
loneliness, which covers both these dimensions but specifies school as the venue. 
This is in line with the concept of loneliness used by Frostad and his colleagues 
(2015), which is followed in the current study.

An important backdrop for this study is the assumption that first-generation 
immigrant youth may be exposed to cultural, social and psychological experi-
ences that, because they are undergoing the acculturation process (Berry, 1997), 
may affect the significance of positive peer relations in their intentions to quit 
school. Moreover, migration is a life event that may lead to loss of social rela-
tions and create challenges and experiences that may induce feelings of lone-
liness. Madsen and colleagues (2016) found in their large nationally repre-
sentative study that 11-, 13- and 15-year-old first-generation immigrant youth 
in Denmark have a greater risk of loneliness than adolescents with a Danish 
origin. Similar results have also been found for older adolescents: Solonemin-
Nevo and Sharaga (1997) investigated 15- to 18-year-old youth and found that 
immigrants experienced more loneliness than their non-immigrant counterparts 
did. Bakken and Hyggen (2018) studied upper secondary schools in Norway and 
found that fewer immigrant than native students report that they feel that they 
fit in with their peers at school. Benner et  al. (2017) found overall increased 
levels of school-related loneliness across the transition to high school in their 
study of adolescents in the US. However, when US- and foreign-born students 
were compared, the level of loneliness was similar for the two groups in grade 8, 
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whereas the foreign-born experienced a decline in loneliness and their US-born 
peers reported a slight increase in loneliness across the transition (ob.cit). This 
latter finding can be interpreted in line with the immigrant paradox (Sam et al. 
2008), suggesting that immigrants often show better adaptation outcomes than 
their national peers, despite poorer traditional welfare conditions. There is, how-
ever, mixed support for this paradox; immigrant students report a weaker sense 
of belonging in school than their native counterparts (Chiu et al., 2012).

1.2.2  Peer victimization

Another critical dimension of poor peer relations in school is exposure to peer 
victimization, which is documented to have severe negative consequences 
(Hawker and Boulton, 2000; Holt et  al. 2015; Juvenon and  Graham, 2001; 
Sjursø et  al. 2016, 2019). International studies on victimization, particularly 
in upper secondary school, are limited. One study indicated that victimization 
among high school students is characterized more by subtle relational victimiza-
tion than overt aggression (Storch and Masia-Warner, 2004). The National Pub-
lic Survey in Norway showed that 2.3% of students in upper secondary school 
reported peer victimization in school (Wendelborg, 2017). The lower prevalence 
of the phenomenon, likely combined with an institutional culture that is focused 
more on the academic than the social development of students, might be why 
fewer studies on peer victimization are conducted in upper secondary school 
than in lower grades.

Findings from the international research focused on primary and lower second-
ary school are somewhat inconsistent regarding the differences between natives 
and immigrants in regard to having experienced peer victimization (Fandrem 
et  al., 2009; Hanish and Guerra, 2000; Graham and  Juvenon, 2002; Strohmeier 
and Spiel, 2003). The Health Behavior in School-Aged Children (HBSC) study 
conducted with nationally representative samples of young people in 26 countries 
shows, however, that first-generation immigrants are more likely to report bul-
lying victimization than nonimmigrants (Stevens et  al., 2019). Based on social 
identity theory, it may be argued that youth from immigrant families are more 
likely to be victimized by members of a dominant out-group. This assumption 
was supported by Sulkowski and colleagues (2014), who showed that immigrants 
were more often bullied because of race, religion and family income than non-
immigrants. No differences between immigrant and nonimmigrant families were 
observed regarding victimization because of physical appearance. A few studies 
conducted in upper secondary schools have shown no differences in peer victimi-
zation across immigration status groups for general or ethnic peer victimization 
(McKenney et  al., 2006). However, Slonim-Nevo and Sharaga (1997) found in 
their study that 15- to 18-year-old immigrant youth experience more problems 
with peers than their nonimmigrant counterparts. In addition, a study conducted 
on “alternative” subgroups in upper secondary school showed that members of 
subgroups (such as “moshers/rockers”, “goths”, and “emos”) generally reported 



1 3

Intentions to quit upper secondary education among first…

more exposure to bullying (Minton, 2012). Thus, being a member of a numerous 
minority may be a risk factor for being victimized.

1.2.3  Poor peer relations and intentions to quit school

Peer relationships both inside and outside school are of increased importance as stu-
dents become older (Fabes et al., 2009). Thus, positive social relationships in upper 
secondary school may create powerful incentives for students to come to school. 
High-quality reciprocal friendships have been found to protect immigrant students 
from dropping out of school (Grønborg, 2015; Makarova and Herzog, 2013; Peguero 
and Shaffer, 2015).

Previous research suggests that those who drop out of school feel more isolated 
(e.g., Reegaard and Rogstad, 2016) and have fewer close relationships (Carbon-
ara  and Workman, 2013) than those who complete school. Furthermore, Ricard and 
Pelletier (2016) found that when academic motivation and parent and teacher sup-
port are controlled for (2016), students who drop out of school have fewer recip-
rocal friendships than completers. Peer relations variables have previously been 
included in school engagement studies, e.g., students have been asked about feelings 
of loneliness and the presence of friends in school as part of the school alienation 
scale (Libbey, 2004). Moreover, Frostad and colleagues (2015) and Haugan and col-
leagues (2019) found loneliness in school to be strongly positively associated with 
intentions to quit upper secondary school, but these studies did not investigate the 
role of immigration status.

To our knowledge, no studies have previously investigated the relationship 
between peer victimization and intentions to quit or drop out of upper secondary 
school, whether generally or among immigrants. However, bullying research sug-
gests that emotional distress associated with hostile peer interactions contributes to 
negative school attitudes and a desire to withdraw from or avoid school (Juvenon 
et al., 2018). Moreover, Havik et al. (2015) found peer victimization to be an impor-
tant risk factor for school nonattendance among students in lower secondary school. 
In addition, examining the association between bullying experiences and teacher-
rated academic engagement as well as grade point average in middle school, Juvonen 
et al. (2011) discovered that bullied students were less engaged and had lower aca-
demic performance across 3 years of middle school.

There are reasons to believe that positive peer relations in school may play an 
even more important role in intention to quit school among immigrants than among 
their native Norwegian counterparts: Immigrants face the process of acculturation 
(Berry, 1997), which may mean that they have lost friends and have less access to 
same-ethnicity peers (Bingham and Okagaki, 2018). As generational conflict may 
be serious in the immigrant group due to differences between adolescents and their 
parents regarding their affiliation with the culture of origin, peers may be especially 
important. Tartakovsky (2007) found that perceived social support from friends neg-
atively correlated with acculturative stress and homesickness among immigrant high 
school students in Israel, while perceived social support from the students’ parents 
did not correlate with the same variables. Considering that emotional stress, which 
results from the acculturation process, may reduce the capacity to engage in school 
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(Berry, 1997), this suggests that a strong focus on peer relationships may function 
as a buffer for intentions to quit school, especially for first-generation immigrants. 
Additionally, newly arrived immigrants may have less robust social networks in 
other arenas, giving school, and the peers there, even greater importance. Moreover, 
many immigrants come from collectivistically oriented cultures, whereas Norway is 
a more individualistically oriented culture (Hofstede, 2001). Social relationships are 
generally less important in individualistic than in collectivistic cultures, and individ-
ual achievement is more emphasized. Transferred to the school setting, this also sug-
gests that peer relations in school are important for academic performance among 
immigrants.

1.3  The current study

The main aim of the present study was to investigate potential differences among 
first-generation immigrant and native Norwegian students in the associations of 
loneliness and peer victimization with intentions to quit upper secondary school. 
Differences between first-generation immigrant and native Norwegian students in 
the levels of intentions to quit school, loneliness and peer victimization were also 
investigated.

The hypotheses were as follows:

1. First-generation immigrant students will report higher levels of intentions to quit 
school than native Norwegian students.

2. First-generation immigrant students experience higher levels of loneliness in 
school than native Norwegian students.

3. First-generation immigrant students will report higher levels of peer victimization 
than native Norwegian students.

 Regarding our main aim, the lack of previous studies meant that we were 
cautious about posing specific hypotheses. However, based on theoretical 
assumptions and related research presented above, we expect that loneli-
ness and peer victimization are more strongly associated with intentions 
to quit among first-generation immigrants than among their native Norwe-
gian counterparts. The following main research question was investigated:

4. Do the associations of loneliness and peer victimization with intentions to quit 
school differ between first-generation immigrant students and native Norwegian 
students?

We considered prior academic achievement (GPA), cultural capital (an indicator of 
socioeconomic status (SES)), study track, and gender as important control variables, 
as previous research has robustly documented that these factors are important pre-
dictors of school dropout or intentions to quit school (Bakken and Hyggen, 2018; 
Battin-Pearson et  al. 2000; Byrhagen et  al. 2006; Markussen et  al., 2011; Frostad 
et al., 2015; Frøseth and Sandberg 2011; Lundetræ, 2011; Tvedt et al., 2021). SES 
and GPA have been found to play essential roles in investigations of the underlying 
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reasons why immigrant students are overrepresented as non-completers (Falck et al., 
2010; Kilpi-Jakonen, 2011; Lødding, 2009).

2  Methods

2.1  Procedures and sample

The data in the current study consisted of students’ self-reports obtained from an elec-
tronic questionnaire and register data from the County Council. First-year students from 
82 classes in seven public upper secondary schools in Rogaland County were invited to 
participate in the study. The schools were purposively selected (Trochim, 2006) to rep-
resent a variety of school types (composition of the study programs offered, urban vs. 
district location, and average GPA requirement for enrolment). In general, completion 
rates in Rogaland County are slightly higher (78%) than the national average (75%), 
and this holds for first-generation immigrant students (65% vs. 58%) (Statistics Nor-
way, 2019a, 2019b, unpublished, received upon inquiry). All seven schools accepted 
the invitation to participate and facilitated participation for their first-year students. 
Prior to their consent decision, students received oral and written information about 
the project, including that participation was voluntary. In addition to the questionnaire 
that was administered by the students’ main teacher in an ordinary school class, reg-
ister data (GPA from lower secondary school, gender, and study track) were matched 
to each participating student with an anonymous code. Students were considered able 
to decide whether to participate or not themselves given their age, their understanding 
of the clarity of the explained purpose of the study, and the characteristics of the pro-
ject (e.g., low level of sensitive information). The Norwegian centre for research data 
(NSD) approved the ethical and privacy procedures applied in the study.

The response rate in the study was 90%, or 1379 participating students. Regarding 
immigration status, 82.8% (n = 1142) of the students were native Norwegians (one or 
both parents born in Norway), 5.8% (n = 80) were second-generation immigrants (both 
parents, but not the student, born outside Norway), and 11.4% (n = 157) were first-gen-
eration immigrants (both parents and student born outside Norway). This proportion 
of students with an immigrant background (a total of 17%) is in line with the percent-
age in the Norwegian youth population (Kale and Hjelde, 2017). Given the scope of 
this study (comparison of natives and first-generation immigrants), second-generation 
immigrants were left out. Thus, a total of 1299 students (mean age: 16.5) were included 
in the analysis: 88% were native Norwegians (52% males; 54% in the vocational track), 
and 12% were first-generation immigrants (55% males; 60% in the vocational track). 
Table 1 shows the distribution of the immigrant sample according to the country of 
origin: Approximately 40% were from Asian countries and 18% were from African 
countries, which indicates that the majority were from collectivistic cultures (Hofstede, 
2001).
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2.2  Measures

2.2.1  Dependent variable

Intentions to quit school was measured by five items assessing students’ serious con-
siderations about dropping out of school, e.g., I often consider quitting school and I 
really feel that I am wasting my time in school. Four of the statements were drawn 
from Frostad et al. (2015), whereas one item was added to emphasize explicit behav-
ioral intentions (I have concrete plans to quit school), as in Tvedt et al. (2021). The 
scoring format was from 1 (Absolutely not true) to 6 (Absolutely true). The Cron-
bach’s α values were 0.89 and 0.87 for native Norwegians and first-generation immi-
grants, respectively.

2.2.2  Independent variables

Loneliness in school was measured by 6 items covering lack of social participation 
with peers in school, feelings of social isolation and loneliness, e.g., I have no one to 
spend time with at school and I feel lonely in school. This scale was also scored from 
1 to 6 (Frostad et al., 2015). The Cronbach’s α values were 0.93 and 0.95 for native 
Norwegians and first-generation immigrants, respectively.

Peer victimization was measured by 4 items reflecting exposure to bullying, e.g., 
How often have you been bullied/bothered at school by other students in the last 
school year? The scale has previously been well documented (e.g., Havik et  al., 
2015; Roland and  Idsoe, 2001), even among immigrant students (e.g., Fandrem 
et al., 2009), and includes victimization by physical assault, teasing, verbal humili-
ation and social exclusion at school. The scale has a scoring format from 1 to 5: 
never (1), seldom (2), 2–3 times per month (3), weekly (4) and daily (5). Prior to 
responding to the items, students were given a written standard definition of bully-
ing (Roland, 1999). The Cronbach’s α values were 0.82 and 0.81 for native Norwe-
gians and first-generation immigrants, respectively.

Immigration status was based on students’ report of their country of birth and 
their mother’s and father’s countries of birth. Students were coded as first-generation 

Table 1  Origin (birthplace) of 
the first-generation immigrants 
in the sample

Origin N %

Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark, 
Finland or Iceland)

9 5.7

Europe (non-Nordic countries) 49 31.2
North America 3 1.9
South and Central America 6 3.8
Asia 62 39.5
Africa 28 17.8
Australia  −  − 
Total 157 100
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immigrants if they themselves were born in a country other than Norway and neither 
of their parents was born in Norway.

2.2.3  Control variables

Prior academic achievement is closely linked to the completion of upper secondary 
school (Lødding, 2009) and was assessed as the average performance in Norwegian, 
Mathematics and English (GPA) from the last year of lower secondary school, ranging 
from 1 (lowest) to 6 (highest).

Cultural capital is regarded as one dimension of SES (Bourdieu, 1993). In Norway, 
it is found to be the dimension of SES that best predicts academic achievement (Øia, 
2011). Number of books at home is considered a valid indicator of cultural capital 
and was assessed by student self-report, as in the PISA (2012) and Øia (2011). The 
response format had six intervals for the estimated number of books (0–10, 11–25, 
26–100, 101–200, 201–500, and more than 500).

Dropout from upper secondary school is more prevalent among males (Statistics 
Norway, 2019a, 2019b). Gender was therefore included as a control variable (1 = male, 
2 = female).

Dropout rates are higher in vocational programs (40%) than academic programs 
(13%) (Statistics Norway, 2019a, 2019b). Study track (vocational = 1, academic 
track = 2) was included as an additional control variable.

School differences across the seven schools were accounted for by introducing k − 1 
(six) dummy variables as controls in the path model.

2.3  Statistical data analyses

Statistical analyses were conducted in SPSS (version 25) and in Mplus (version 8.1) in 
the following steps. First, the distributions, means, standard deviations, and bivariate 
correlations of the study variables were examined. Second, a series of confirmatory 
factor analyses were conducted to establish well-fitting baseline models for both groups 
of interest and examine the factorial invariance of the estimated models across the two 
groups. To examine the factorial invariance, three models with increased restrictions 
on the model parameters were estimated. The consecutive models (configural invari-
ance vs. weak factorial invariance and weak invariance vs. strong factorial invariance) 
were considered invariant if the more restricted model did not fit the data worse than 
the less restricted model. We followed Chen’s (2007) criteria that measurement invari-
ance across the two ethnic groups should be rejected when a ΔCFI ≥  − 0.010 is sup-
plemented by a ΔRMSEA ≥ 0.015. Third, because of the non-normal distribution of 
the study variables (kurtosis from 2.4 to 18.01 and skewness from 1.7 to 3.7), we con-
ducted Mann–Whitney U tests in addition to t-tests to inspect mean level differences 
across the two groups in (a) intentions to quit, (b) loneliness, and (c) peer victimiza-
tion. Fourth, using the Wald test, we tested whether the associations of loneliness and 
peer victimization with intentions to quit were moderated by the students’ ethnic group 
membership. The multivariate associations between the independent variables and 
intentions to quit (dependent variable) were examined via structural equation modelling 
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(SEM), for which the MLR estimator was chosen because of its robustness to non-nor-
mal distribution (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017).

3  Results

Table  2 reports the correlations, means, and standard deviations of the key study 
variables. In general, the correlations were weak to moderate (Cohen, 1998), with 
the exception of the strong correlation between perceived loneliness in school and 
intentions to quit (r = 0.52) among immigrant students. As expected, the means for 
intentions to quit, loneliness and peer victimization were at the lower end of the 
scale, indicating that most of the students were not seriously considering quitting 
school, did not feel lonely in school, and were not exposed to bullying.

Table 3 reports the fit indices of the estimated models. All the models showed 
acceptable fit to the data (Brown and Cudeck, 1993; Kline, 2015). Constraining fac-
tor loadings to equality across the ethnic groups did not worsen the model fit, sup-
porting the weak factorial invariance. Furthermore, the decline in model fit caused 
by making the item intercepts equal across the groups was within the limits pro-
posed by Chen (2007); thus, strong factorial invariance was supported. To sum-
marize, the invariance analyses indicated that the same constructs were measured 
across immigrants and native Norwegians, enabling subsequent group mean com-
parisons of intentions to quit, loneliness, and peer victimization in school.

Our hypothesis related to the three initial aims was that immigrant students would 
report higher levels of intentions to quit, loneliness, and peer victimization in school 
than native Norwegians. The results of the independent t-tests indicated no sig-
nificant differences across groups regarding intentions to quit (native Norwegians 
M = 1.76, SD = 1.10, and first-generation immigrant students M = 1.89, SD = 1.13, 
t(1297) =  − 1.36, p = 0.18, d = 0.12) and peer victimization (native Norwegians 
M = 1.17, SD = 0.44, and first-generation immigrant students M = 1.23, SD = 0.49, 

Table 2  Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the key study variables

GPA = Grade point average in 10th grade. Correlation coefficients for native Norwegians are presented 
above the diagonal and those for first-generation immigrant students below the diagonal
*** p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, ns nonsignificant, two-tailed

1. Intentions to quit 2. Loneliness 3. Victimization 4. Cultural capital 5. GPA

1 .28*** .22***  − .10**  − .21***

2 .52*** .42*** .02 ns  − .09 **

3 .31*** .36*** .00 ns  − .11***

4 .02 ns  − .02 ns .08 ns .39
5  − .26**  − .20*  − .11 ns .18*
MNorwegians 1.76 1.47 1.17 3.66 3.71
SDNorwegians 1.10 0.95 0.44 1.38 0.98
MImmigrants 1.89 1.70 1.23 2.53 2.93
SDImmigrants 1.13 1.09 0.49 1.43 1.01
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t(191) =  − 1.40, p = 0.16, d = 0.13); thus, these two hypotheses were not supported. 
However, first-generation immigrants reported significantly more loneliness (M = 1.70, 
SD = 1.09) than native Norwegians (M = 1.47, SD = 0.95), t(190) =  − 2.57, p = 0.01, 
d = 0.22), which was in line with the hypothesis. Follow-up analyses were conducted 
with nonparametric statistics, and the results of the Mann–Whitney U test supported 
the above reported findings from the t-test (intentions to quit: U = 84,499, p = 0.23, 
r = 0.03; victimization: U = 84,376.5, p = 0.11, r = 0.04; and loneliness: U = 79,891.5, 
p = 0.01, r = 0.07). To conclude, no significant differences were found between the two 
groups regarding the levels of intentions to quit and peer victimization, but a signifi-
cant, small difference (Cohen, 1988) was found in the level of loneliness. The results 
are visualized in Fig. 1.

The main aim of the current study concerned the potential differences in the strength 
of the associations of loneliness and peer victimization in school with intentions to quit 
across the two groups (native Norwegians and first-generation immigrants). The results 
from the multigroup structural equation model are shown in Table 4. The Wald omni-
bus test was statistically significant: χ2(2) = 6.86, p = 0.032. Testing for the equality of 
individual path coefficients revealed that the association between loneliness and inten-
tions to quit was stronger for first-generation immigrant students (B = 0.51, p < 0.001) 
than native Norwegians (B = 0.27, p < 0.001): χ2(1) = 6.68, p = 0.010. There was no 
difference between first-generation immigrant students (B = 0.41, p = 0.10) and native 
Norwegians (B = 0.36, p < 0.01) with respect to the strength of the association between 
victimization and intentions to quit: χ2(1) = 0.295, p = 0.587.

4  Discussion

The current study aimed to enlarge the small body of research on the role of peer 
relationships in native and first-generation immigrant students’ intentions to quit 
upper secondary education.

1,76

1,47

1,17

1,89

1,70

1,23

1,00

1,50

2,00

2,50

Intentions (1-6) Loneliness (1-6) Victimization (1-5)

Natives (n = 1142) 1.Gen immigrants (n = 157)

Fig. 1  Means and 95% CI of means, for native Norwegians and first-generation immigrants for intensions 
to quit, loneliness and victimization
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The results show that there were no differences between first-generation immi-
grants and native Norwegians in intentions to quit and victimization. However, first-
generation immigrant students reported more loneliness in school than native Nor-
wegian students. Moreover, the association between loneliness and intentions to quit 
was stronger for first-generation immigrants than for native Norwegians. There was 
no difference between first-generation immigrant students and native Norwegian 
students in terms of the strength of the association between peer victimization and 
intentions to quit.

4.1  Levels of intentions to quit, loneliness and peer victimization

The first hypothesis, namely, that first-generation immigrant students would report 
higher levels of intentions to quit school than native Norwegian students, was not 
supported. Considering that as many as 42% of first-generation immigrant students 
do not complete upper secondary school within 5 years (Statistics Norway, 2019a, 
2019b), the relatively low mean level of intentions to quit among first-generation 
immigrant students was somewhat surprising. Previous findings show, however, 
stronger motivation, higher intensity of the use of learning strategies, more posi-
tive attitudes toward school and less boredom in the immigrant group (Bakken 
and Hyggen, 2018; Chiu et al., 2012; Elstad and Turmo, 2007; Tvedt et al., 2021). 

Table 4  Unstandardized and Standardized Estimates From the Multigroup Structural Equation Model

Study track is coded 1 = vocational track, 2 = academic track
Gender is coded 1 = male, 2 = female
*** p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, ns nonsignificant, two-tailed
a Completely standardized beta coefficient (STDYX; both x and y standardized) are reported for the four 
continuous IVs, whereas STDY (only y standardized) is reported for the two binary IVs (Muthén and 
Muthén, 1998–2017, p. 799)

Intentions to quit

Native Norwegians (n = 1142) First-generation immigrants 
(n = 157)

Unstandardized
B

Standardizeda

β
Unstandardized
B

Standardizeda

β

Loneliness .27*** .21*** .51*** .37***
Peer victimization .36** .15** .41 ns .16 ns

GPA  − .26***  − .20***  − .17 ns  − .12 ns

Cultural capital  − .04 ns  − .04 ns .04 ns .04 ns

Study track .07 ns .03 ns  − .17 ns  − .06 ns

Gender .16 ns .06 ns .16 ns .06 ns

R2 in model .15 .26
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The current finding may thus indicate that these motivation, strategy use, and atti-
tude aspects buffer upper secondary immigrant students’ intentions to quit school in 
the first year, creating a counterweight against the expected difference in intentions 
to quit between first-generation immigrant and native Norwegian students. Inten-
tions to quit and dropping out may develop later in upper secondary school. Another 
explanation could be that higher dropout rates among immigrants are linked more 
to difficulty getting apprenticeships1 than to individual intentions to drop out of 
school. Previous results have shown that only 57.9% of first-generation immigrants, 
compared to 74.6% of native Norwegian students, that apply for apprenticeships 
received them (Udir, 2019), which represents a structural obstacle in the educational 
progress.

Our second hypothesis, that first-generation immigrant students would expe-
rience higher levels of loneliness in school than native Norwegian students, was 
supported. This finding aligns with previous research showing a weaker sense of 
belonging in school among immigrants than among their native counterparts (Bak-
ken and Hyggen, 2018; Chiu et al., 2012). The finding is also in accordance with the 
acculturation theory of Berry (1997) suggesting that acculturative stress and a more 
meager social support system are interrelated.

The level of victimization was not found to differ between the two groups; thus, 
our hypothesis about first-generation immigrant students reporting higher levels 
of peer victimization was not supported. Our hypothesis was, however, not very 
strong, as studies that compare immigrant and native students are scarce, and there 
are inconsistencies in research findings regarding immigrants being more victimized 
than natives in lower secondary school. One previous Norwegian study among 10th 
graders showed no differences in victimization between immigrants and native Nor-
wegians (Fandrem et al., 2009). It is possible that the differences found between the 
two groups in previous international studies relate more to being the minority in 
school than to having an immigrant background. The lack of difference could also 
be due to lower levels of victimization in upper secondary school.

4.2  Associations of loneliness and peer victimization with intentions to quit

Loneliness showed a stronger association with intentions to quit school among first-
generation immigrants than among native Norwegians. This supports our expecta-
tions that loneliness plays a particular role in first-generation immigrants’ intentions 
to quit upper secondary school. This is in line with our idea that living in Norway 
but having migrated from a collectivistic culture (Hofstede, 2001) could instigate 
a stronger need for group belonging than is felt among native Norwegian students. 
This finding may also reflect that struggling socially more often constitutes an addi-
tional stress factor for immigrants, considering that as a group they struggle more 

1 In Norway, an apprenticeship is a part of vocational upper secondary education, usually 2 years, during 
which students are trained in a profession through on-the-job training in a company in a practical field.
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academically (Field et al., 2007; Lødding, 2009; Markussen et al., 2006; Statistics 
Norway, 2019a, 2019b).

For victimization, the associations were weaker, and no significant difference was 
found between the two groups. The reasons for this lack of difference might relate 
to the fact that the level of victimization is generally lower than the level of loneli-
ness; thus, it is more difficult to reach significant associations regarding this vari-
able. Another explanation may be that peer victimization has serious consequences 
regardless of whether the target is an immigrant or native student. Moreover, the 
measurement of loneliness could reflect a more fundamental lack of companionship 
with peers at school, creating a social situation that with time may become unbear-
able and trigger school dropout.

Our findings suggest that loneliness could be a serious risk factor for inten-
tions to quit upper secondary school, particularly among first-generation immi-
grant students. Thus, it is especially important for teachers and schools to imple-
ment measures to secure the social inclusion of first-generation immigrants and 
to identify those who do not seem to fit in with their peers at school at an early 
stage. One strategy could be to use identity-related perspectives to break down 
categorizations based on ethnicity and reinforce social categorizations across 
ethnicity and immigration status (Grønborg, 2015). This includes focusing on 
building bridges and looking for shared experiences across immigration sta-
tuses. Educators must also help immigrant students become accepted members 
of the classroom community when they cannot rely on a common language to 
communicate.

To develop successful interventions and prevention strategies, it is important 
to study the phases prior to actual dropout (Frostad et al., 2015). Our study sug-
gests that, in addition to interventions that promote academic achievement and 
prevent disengagement in immigrant students, efforts to establish positive peer 
relations, and especially to prevent loneliness, are important.

4.3  Limitations and future research

A limitation of the current study was the relatively small sample size of the 
immigrant group; a larger sample would have allowed the exploration of other 
subgroups, e.g., second-generation immigrants, and length of stay, which may 
be important considering how relevant the acculturative stress explanation is. 
The use of larger samples for more detailed analyses is recommended for future 
studies to better capture the heterogeneity within the immigrant youth popu-
lation. First-generation immigrants were our main group of interest, however, 
and this subsample was large enough to implement an advanced multigroup 
approach controlling for GPA, SES and gender. The schools in the current study 
were strategically selected to represent the diversity of educational institutions 
and students in the county the students were recruited from. However, the cur-
rent sample consisted of students from a region in Norway with a slightly higher 
completion rate among immigrant students compared to the national trend 
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(Statistics Norway, 2019a, 2019b, Unpublished, received upon inquiry). This 
may have deflated the difference between first-generation immigrants and native 
Norwegians with respect to intentions to quit.

In addition, it is possible that the directions of causality are different from those 
indicated by the structural model. Intentions to quit could, for example, increase 
the likelihood of loneliness and victimization. Theory and the differences between 
immigrants and native Norwegians in terms of the strength of the association of 
loneliness with intensions to quit argue against this possibility. However, further 
research should be designed to assess the direction of causality. Regarding the cross-
sectional design, we specified a model with underlying causal assumptions, but our 
study design does not allow the plausibility of the demonstrated associations to be 
tested; this must be done in longitudinal studies. A longitudinal design could model 
the trajectories of actual dropout behavior and the role of intentions to quit in the 
dropout process. Further, it would allow the investigation of how different student 
characteristics (e.g., immigration status) influence such trajectories.

Cross-cultural research on loneliness or loneliness in immigrant children and 
youth has received little attention from researchers (Kirova, 2001; Neto, 2002). 
Future studies with larger samples and additional potential predictors of inten-
tions to quit could enrich the complex picture of intentions to dropout and elimi-
nate the potential confounding effects of other variables.

5  Conclusion

The current study contributes knowledge on the potential role of social ties between 
students in dropout prevention efforts. The findings suggest that loneliness is a par-
ticular risk factor instigating the dropout process among first-generation immigrants. 
Moreover, first-generation immigrants seem to be more at risk for loneliness than 
native Norwegians in upper secondary school. This study makes a unique contribu-
tion by being the first quantitative study addressing differences between first-gener-
ation immigrants and natives regarding the role of peer relations in intentions to quit 
upper secondary school.

Completing upper secondary school is crucial for access to further education and 
permanent employment, and consequently, it is among the first and most impor-
tant steps that immigrant youth take toward making the most of the opportunities 
that motivated them and/or their families to migrate (Anisef et al., 2010). Moving 
from one society to another may contribute to feelings of mistrust and isolation. The 
results support the notion that measures to improve the social inclusion of immi-
grants in upper secondary school may increase their chances of completing upper 
secondary education, which in turn could secure the better integration of immigrants 
into society.
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