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Abstract
Although hate speech is widely recognized as an online phenomenon, 
very few studies have investigated hate speech among adolescents in 
offline settings (e.g., schools). At the same time, not much is known about 
countering hate speech (counterspeech) among adolescents and which 
factors are associated with it. To this end, the present study used the socio-
ecological framework to investigate the direct and indirect links among one 
contextual factor (i.e., classroom climate) and two intrapersonal factors (i.e., 
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empathy for victims of hate speech, self-efficacy regarding intervention in 
hate speech) to understand counterspeech among adolescents. The sample 
is based on self-reports of 3,225 students in Grades 7 to 9 (51.7% self-
identified as female) from 36 schools in Germany and Switzerland. Self-
report questionnaires were administered to measure classroom climate, 
empathy, self-efficacy, and counterspeech. After controlling for adolescents’ 
grade, gender, immigrant background, and socioeconomic status (SES), the 
2-(1-1)-1 multilevel mediation analysis showed that classroom climate (L2), 
empathy for victims of hate speech (L1), and self-efficacy toward intervention 
in hate speech (L1) had a positive effect on countering hate speech (L1). 
Classroom climate (L2) was also positively linked to empathy for victims 
of hate speech (L1), and self-efficacy toward intervention in hate speech 
(L1). Furthermore, classroom climate (L2) was indirectly associated with 
countering hate speech (L1) via greater empathy (L1) and self-efficacy (L1). 
The findings highlight the need to focus on contextual and intrapersonal 
factors when trying to facilitate adolescents’ willingness to face hate speech 
with civic courage and proactively engage against it.

Keywords
hate speech, counter speech, empathy, self-efficacy, adolescents

Hate speech can be defined as any harmful communicative form of expres-
sion that deliberately promotes, justifies, or disseminates hatred or prejudice 
toward particular social groups and minorities (e.g., LGBTQI+ people, peo-
ple of color, people with Muslim or Jewish backgrounds, or refugees; 
Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022). Although hate speech is often discussed as an 
online phenomenon, it can also be carried out face-to-face (e.g., in schools) 
and without the use of information and communication technologies (Krause 
et al., 2021; Lehman, 2019). While current hate speech research involving 
adolescents has mainly focused on hate speech witnessing, perpetration, and 
victimization, other forms of involvement, such as countering hate speech 
(counterspeech), remain blind spots (Kansok-Dusche et al., 2022).

Counterspeech refers to direct responses to hate speech with the aim of 
refuting or undermining it. Counterspeech can take various forms, such as 
providing facts in opposition to hate speech and misinformation, highlight-
ing logical errors in hostile claims, supporting the victims, and encouraging 
the audience to speak up (Garland et al., 2022). Understanding the correlates 
of adolescents’ potential or actual engagement in counterspeech is impor-
tant. Feeling helpless in dealing with hate speech or becoming the target of 
hate speech (online or offline) can have a negative impact on adolescents’ 



Wachs et al. 5069

well-being (Gámez-Guadix et al., 2020; Krause et al., 2021; Wachs, Gámez-
Guadix et al., 2022), whereas the countering of hate speech not only reduces 
negative consequences for members of the target group but also discourages 
others’ engagement in hate speech (Garland et al., 2022; He et al., 2021; 
Obermaier et al., 2021; Ștefăniță & Buf, 2021). Despite the relevance of 
understanding adolescents’ engagement in counterspeech, the correlates of 
counterspeech among adolescents are largely unknown.

Addressing these gaps in the literature, the present study applied the socio-
ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) as a theoretical framework to 
investigate the direct and indirect associations among classroom climate, 
adolescents’ empathy for victims of hate speech, self-efficacy toward inter-
vening in hate speech, and counterspeech. The findings of the present study 
might inform the development of anti-hate speech prevention programs that 
aim to encourage adolescents to stand up against hate speech and overcome 
their tendency to be passive bystanders, thus contributing to a better class-
room climate and a more positive and inclusive school environment.

A Socio-Ecological Framework to Understand 
Counterspeech among Adolescents

The social-ecological model posits that humans develop within a complex 
and reciprocal interplay between individuals, their interpersonal relation-
ships, and the wider social contexts in which they live (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979). Since we are interested in understanding adolescents’ engagement in 
counterspeech by considering contextual and intrapersonal factors, namely 
classroom climate, empathy, and self-efficacy, and the interplay among those 
variables in explaining counterspeech, the socio-ecological framework has 
been applied. The socio-ecological model has been used to understand tradi-
tional bullying (Espelage et al., 2013), cyberbullying (Schultze-Krumbholz 
et al., 2020), bias-based cyberaggression (Strohmeier et al., 2022), and lately 
hate speech involvement in schools (Wachs et al., 2020). We add to this line 
of research by investigating counterspeech among adolescents through a 
socio-ecological lens.

Classroom Climate as Contextual Correlate of Counterspeech

As part of the broader school climate, classroom climate is a multifaceted 
construct that includes a physical dimension (e.g., safety and comfort), a social 
dimension (e.g., quality of interpersonal relationships and degree of competi-
tion), and an academic dimension (e.g., quality of instruction; Loukas, 2007). 
Regarding hate speech, the social dimensions of the classroom climate might 
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be of particular importance. In classrooms with high social cohesion and more 
positive relationships among students, students might be more likely to coun-
ter hate speech than students in classrooms with a negative climate. This 
assumption is supported by related research documenting that a positive class-
room climate is associated with higher prosocial behavior (Luengo Kanacri 
et al., 2017), lower rates of aggressive behavior (Thomas et al., 2011), less 
group-focused enmity (e.g., toward immigrants; Eckstein et al., 2021), and 
higher defending behavior against bullying (Bistrong et al., 2019; Thornberg 
et al., 2017, 2018). However, research specifically on the associations between 
classroom climate and adolescents’ engagement in hate speech is scarce. One 
study found that fair and transparent school rules are negatively linked to hate 
speech witnessing and victimization in schools (Lehman, 2019). Other 
research documented that social norms within classrooms favoring hate 
speech are linked positively to adolescents’ hate speech perpetration (Ballaschk 
et al., 2021; Wachs, Wettstein et al., 2022c, 2022d). Adding to this line of 
research, the present study investigates whether classroom climate is posi-
tively related to counterspeech. We were particularly interested in classroom 
climate because students in German and Swiss high schools usually remain 
together with the same classmates throughout the school day and over several 
school years, indicating that the classroom provides a relatively stable social 
group and can be considered a relevant socialization context.

Empathy and Self-Efficacy as Intrapersonal Correlates of 
Counterspeech

Empathy is defined as the ability to care for and comprehend the emotional 
condition of another person, as well as to show compassion in response to 
that person’s feelings (Batson, 2009). Low levels of empathy have been 
shown to be related to higher antisocial behavior, intolerance, and prejudice 
(Boag & Carnelley, 2016; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). In contrast, meta-anal-
yses and systematic reviews revealed that high levels of empathy are related 
to defending victims of bullying against students who perpetrate bullying 
(e.g., Deng et al., 2021; Van Noorden et al., 2015). Other empirical research 
on hate speech found that adolescents are less likely to be perpetrators of such 
behavior when they think that online hate speech leads to negative conse-
quences (Wachs et al., 2022a, 2022b). What is unknown so far is whether 
empathy for victims of hate speech is positively associated with counter-
speech among adolescents.

A prerequisite of social behavior is the idea that one can act in social situ-
ations efficaciously (Connolly, 1989). Students who have poor self-efficacy, 
on the other hand, often avoid difficult tasks because they see them as threats 
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rather than challenges that can be mastered (Bandura et al., 1999). Thus, it 
can be assumed that self-efficacy might be important to take action against 
hate speech, as people are more likely to intervene if they have confidence in 
their capacity to do so successfully. Some empirical evidence supports the 
idea that more self-efficacious adolescents are likelier to intervene in social 
conflicts, such as bullying (Sjögren et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2020; 
Wachs et al., 2018). The present study aims to extend the current knowledge 
on this topic by investigating the relation between self-efficacy and 
counterspeech.

The Interplay Between Classroom Climate, Empathy, and Self-
Efficacy in Understanding Counterspeech

Beyond the proposed direct associations among classroom climate, empathy, 
self-efficacy, and counterspeech, previous research supports the assumption 
that there is an indirect relation among these variables. More specifically, 
empathy develops as a result of positive relationships, which are character-
ized by warm and supportive behavior, being available in adolescents’ social 
environments (Eisenberg et al., 2003). Although relationships with adults are 
an important resource for adolescents’ development of empathy, a recent 
meta-analysis revealed that peers are of especially vital importance (Boele 
et al., 2019). In addition, research showed that various aspects of classroom 
climate (e.g., affirming diversity and peer connectedness) were positively 
related to empathy among young people (Montero-Carretero et al., 2021; 
Safaria & Suyono, 2020). Hence, it can be assumed that a positive classroom 
climate is also linked to adolescents’ empathy for victims of hate speech.

Like empathy, the development of self-efficacy is influenced by signifi-
cant others, such as parents, siblings, teachers, and peers. During adoles-
cence, peer acceptance and relationships are especially crucial for the 
development of self-efficacy because peers have a significant role in adoles-
cents’ socialization and self-perception (Schunk & Meece, 2006; Schunk & 
Miller, 2002). Adolescent peers provide each other with opportunities to 
learn from one another and function as role models (Ruggeri et al., 2018). 
Classrooms with a positive climate are characterized by classmates who 
respect, support, and care about each other and share common pro-social 
values, beliefs, and attitudes. Such classrooms might constitute an important 
context in which to develop, exercise, and maintain the skills necessary to 
engage in counterspeech. As a result, it is reasonable to assume that students 
acquire self-efficacy in classrooms in which there is a high level of cohesion 
and mutual sympathy among their peers. Indeed, initial research found a pos-
itive link between a supportive classroom climate and students’ self-efficacy 
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toward handling interpersonal conflicts (Sjögren et al., 2021; Wachs et al., 
2018). Therefore, a positive relation between classroom climate and adoles-
cents’ self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech can be expected.

In sum, research has indicated that adolescents who are socialized in class-
rooms with a positive peer culture are likelier to become sensitive to the emo-
tions and well-being of others and self-efficacious toward handling social 
conflicts (e.g., bullying). Also, both empathy and self-efficacy have been 
shown to be hallmark characteristics of adolescents’ willingness to intervene 
in interpersonal conflicts (e.g., bullying). Hence, it can be assumed that class-
room climate is indirectly associated with counterspeech via empathy and 
self-efficacy. Considering not only direct but also indirect associations might 
provide a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms that explain 
adolescents’ civic engagement in peer interactions.

The Current Study

Hitherto, little attention has been given to factors that explain counterspeech 
among adolescents in schools. Adolescents’ ability to deal with hate speech is 
not only related to their own well-being but can also have an impact on the 
frequency of hate speech in classrooms. Therefore, research on adolescents’ 
engagement in counterspeech is needed to inform prevention programs with 
the aim of empowering adolescents to deal with hate speech among their 
peers. Hence, the following hypotheses guided this study:

Hypothesis 1: Classroom climate will be positively associated with 
counterspeech.
Hypothesis 2: Adolescents’ empathy for victims of hate speech and their 
self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech will be positively related 
to their counterspeech.
Hypothesis 3: Classroom climate will be positively and indirectly linked 
to counterspeech via empathy for the victims of hate speech and self-effi-
cacy toward intervening in hate speech.

Methods

Participants

The present sample is based on 3,225 adolescents from Germany (n = 1,841; 
57.1%) and Switzerland (n = 1,384; 42.9%). Participants were in Grades 7 to 
9 (7th grade: 33.2%, n = 1,070; 8th grade: 35.6%, n = 1,147; 9th grade: 31.3%, 
n = 1,008). In terms of gender, 46.1% (n = 1,487) self-identified as male, 



Wachs et al. 5073

51.7% (n = 1,668) self-identified female, 2% (n = 64) self-identified as gender 
diverse, and 0.2 (n = 6) did not indicate their gender. Overall, 62.8% (n = 2.025) 
had no immigrant background (neither themselves nor their parents were 
born in a foreign country), 14.2% (n = 458) reported that one parent was born 
in a country other than Germany or Switzerland, 15.1% (n = 488) reported 
that both parents were born in a foreign country, and 7.9% (n = 254) reported 
that themselves and their parents were born in a foreign country. In total, 
30.8% (n = 994) of students reported living in families of low affluence, 
35.8% (n = 1,155) in families of medium affluence, and 32.4% (n = 1,046) in 
families of high affluence. For 0.9% (n = 30) of all participants, socioeco-
nomic status (SES) could not be established due to missing values.

Measures

Counterspeech. The instrument to measure counterspeech was developed 
after conducting qualitative research (Ballaschk et al., 2021; Krause et al., 
2021) and pre-testing the instrument (N = 75). Participants were presented 
with a vignette that described a hate speech incident. It read as follows: 
“Please imagine the following situation: At your school, a student makes 
public, insulting statements about people of a certain skin color or origin.” 
The participants were then asked: “What would you do in the situation 
described or what have you done if you have experienced such a situation 
before?” After reading this question, the participants were asked to respond 
to several items. For counterspeech, participants rated the following four 
items: “I tell the person that such statements are hurtful, “I ask the person to 
stop”; “I try to get the person to think by asking specific questions”; and “I 
say that the person is spreading false information (fake news).” All items 
could be answered on a five-point response scale from “strongly disagree” 
(1) to “strongly agree” (5). Cronbach’s α was .81 CI95% [0.80, 0.82] and 
McDonald’s ω was .81 CI95% [0.80, 0.82].

Classroom climate. The quality of students’ relationships with their classmates 
was measured using one scale consisting of three items (e.g., “Most of the 
students in my class are friendly and supportive”; Currie et al., 2014). 
Responses could be rated on a five-point scale from “absolutely disagree” (1) 
to “absolutely agree” (5). Cronbach’s α was .81 CI95% [0.79, 0.83] and 
McDonald’s ω was .82 CI95% [0.80, 0.83]. As recommended by previous 
research (e.g., Bardach et al., 2020), classroom climate was included at the 
classroom level because this variable measures shared perceptions of class-
room climate using items that refer to the classroom, not to the individual.
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Empathy for victims of hate speech. The instrument for measuring empathy 
was adapted from Knauf et al. (2018). Hate speech is referred to in the intro-
duction of the instrument: “When I see classmates being insulted or attacked 
by other classmates because of their skin color, origin, religion, sexual orien-
tation, or gender. . .” For empathy, six items were included to reflect different 
aspects of empathy, including perspective-taking (e.g., “I realize how badly 
they are doing”), affective empathy (e.g., “It hurts me, too”), and empathic 
concern (e.g., “It makes me want to comfort them”). Items were rated on a 
five-point scale from “absolutely disagree” (1) to “absolutely agree” (5). 
Cronbach’s α was .91 CI95% [0.90, 0.92] and McDonald’s ω was .91 CI95% 
[0.79, 0.92].

Self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech. One item was developed to 
measure self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech: “I know what to do 
to get the classmate to stop spreading hate speech.” Responses could be rated 
on a five-point scale from “absolutely disagree” (1) to “absolutely agree” (5).

Control variables. Participants were asked to report their grade and gender 
(self-identifying as male, self-identifying as female, or gender diverse). This 
variable was dichotomized into “self-identifying as male” (1) and “self-iden-
tifying as female” (2). Immigrant background was assessed by asking whether 
the participant, one parent, or both of their parents were born in a country 
other than Germany or Switzerland. This variable was also dichotomized “no 
immigrant background” (1; when neither the participant nor at least one par-
ent was born in a country other than Germany or Switzerland) and “immi-
grant background” (2; when the participant or at least one parent was born in 
a foreign country). This approach followed the official German definition of 
having an immigrant background (Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), 2022). 
SES was measured using the Family Affluence Scale (FAS; Hartley et al., 
2016). Participants answered six items regarding, for example, their family’s 
car, whether children have their own bedrooms, the number of bathrooms 
they have in their home, the number of computers at home, and the number 
of holidays taken in the past 12 months. Based on a composite FAS score, an 
individual FAS category was calculated for each participant (i.e., low, 
medium, and high SES).

Procedure and Sampling Technique

Approval for this study was obtained from the data protection officer, the 
educational authority of the Federal State of Berlin and Brandenburg, 
Germany, and the University of Potsdam Ethics Committee (UP65/2018). In 
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Germany, data were collected between October 2020 and June 2021. In 
Switzerland, data were collected between December 2020 and April 2021. In 
Germany, a tablet-based questionnaire was administered by trained research 
assistants during a school lesson. In Switzerland, the participants received an 
access code to the survey via e-mail and subsequently completed the ques-
tionnaire on their own digital devices during a school lesson. Overall, the 
average completion time was 36 minutes.

In Germany, the acquisition pool of sample schools was composed using 
a stratified and randomized probability-proportional-to-size scheme (Yates & 
Grundy, 1953). All schools were initially stratified by federal state (Berlin 
and Brandenburg) and type of school (e.g., grammar secondary school or 
non-academic-track secondary school). Then, for each school type, schools 
were randomly selected proportional to their size. This sampling procedure 
ensured that all students had the same likelihood of being included in the 
sample, regardless of the size of their schools. In Switzerland, the acquisition 
pool of sample schools was designed via a contrastive sampling scheme 
based on high/low immigrant backgrounds and on rural/urban geography.

From the resulting acquisition pools, 100 schools (Germany: n = 76; 
Switzerland: n = 24) were informed via phone calls and e-mail that they had 
been randomly selected to participate in the study. Acquisition stopped as 
soon as the sampling plans were fulfilled. In total, 40 schools (Germany: 
n = 18; Switzerland: n = 22) agreed to participate. The participation rate at the 
school level was 40% across the whole sample (Germany: 24%; Switzerland: 
92%). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant number of German 
schools declined participation, citing a lack of resources or high regional 
infection rates at the time of contact.

Students from Grades 7 to 9 were invited to take part in the survey. At each 
participating school in Germany, two randomly selected classes per grade 
were invited to participate. In Switzerland, all available classes across Grades 
7 to 9 were invited. Students in mixed grades were also invited to take part. 
In total, 264 classes were invited to participate in the study (Germany: 106; 
Switzerland: 158), and 236 of them chose to participate (Germany: n = 98; 
Switzerland: n = 138). The response rate at the classroom level was 89% for 
the whole sample (Germany: 92%; Switzerland: 87%). From a total of 5,836 
students (Germany: n = 2,495; Switzerland: n = 3,341), 3,560 students 
(Germany: n = 1,841; Switzerland: n = 1,719) participated in the study. The 
response rate at the student level was 61% for the whole sample (Germany: 
74%; Switzerland: 51%). For the present study, the 335 Swiss students from 
mixed classrooms in four schools were excluded from the overall sample 
because being in mixed grade was confounded with being Swiss.
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Data Analyses

Power analysis. A power analysis conducted a priori with G*Power (Faul 
et al., 2007) revealed that to detect small to medium correlational effect sizes, 
the present study would require a sample consisting of at least 782 partici-
pants (α = .05, power = 0.80). Considering the hierarchical structure of the 
sample and non-response rates, the resulting minimal sample size was 
N = 1,944 students in 108 classes at 18 schools (Teerenstra et al., 2010). Thus, 
the present sample size was sufficient to investigate the hypotheses.

Missing data analysis. Overall, missing data were between 1.1% (n = 36; coun-
terspeech) and 2% (n = 66; self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech). 
Little’s MCAR test revealed that the data were missing completely at random 
(χ2 = 11.49, df = 9, p = .243). Hence, missing data were handled using the full 
information maximum likelihood approach in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998–2017).

Statistical analyses. Before conducting the main analyses, descriptive statis-
tics and bivariate correlations were investigated. A multilevel mediation anal-
ysis was conducted using Mplus 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). More 
specifically, the analysis tested a 2-(1-1)-1 model whereby the independent 
variable of classroom climate was entered at Level 2 (L2), and the mediating 
variables (i.e., empathy for victims of hate speech and self-efficacy toward 
intervening in hate speech) and the outcome variable (i.e., counterspeech) 
were entered at Level 1 (L1).

The following steps were used to test the multilevel mediation analysis. 
First, a random intercept model (Model 0) was estimated to determine the 
intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC). Then, in Model 1, the control vari-
ables—namely, grade, gender, immigrant background, and SES—were 
entered as predictors of empathy, self-efficacy, and counterspeech. In Model 
2, direct associations among classroom climate (aggregated at the classroom 
level), empathy, self-efficacy, and counterspeech were entered and tested 
simultaneously. Finally, in Model 3, two indirect effects were added and 
tested simultaneously: (1) the indirect effect of classroom climate on counter-
speech via empathy, and (2) the indirect effect of classroom climate on coun-
terspeech via self-efficacy.

Given the multilevel nature of the data, the improvement of model fit was 
evaluated by relative decreases in the Akaike information criterion (AIC) 
according to which lower AIC values indicate a better model fit (Akaike, 1974). 
When the change in AIC is larger 10, the model has essentially no support 
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(Burnham & Anderson, 2004). The tested direct and indirect effects were 
assessed using a statistical significance test and the syntax for Mplus by 
Preacher et al. (2011). Because the effect of the mediators (i.e., empathy and 
self-efficacy) on the outcome (i.e., counterspeech) was expected to be the same 
within and between classrooms, the variables were not centered. This is a com-
mon practice in 2-1-1 multilevel mediation models (Preacher et al., 2011).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

The Pearson’s bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics for the study’s 
main variables are shown in Table 1. All correlations were in the expected 
direction (see Table 1). Higher levels of classroom climate were positively 
correlated with empathy for victims of hate speech (r = .20, p < .001), self-
efficacy toward intervening in hate speech (r = .07, p < .001), and counter-
speech (r = .16, p < .001). Empathy for victims of hate speech was positively 
correlated with self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech (r = .22, 
p < .001) and counterspeech (r = .48, p < .001). Self-efficacy toward inter-
vening in hate speech was positively correlated with counterspeech (r = .31, 
p < .001).

Testing the Direct and Indirect Associations among Classroom 
Climate, Empathy, Self-Efficacy, and Counterspeech

Regarding ICCs, the results of the random intercept model (Model 0) showed 
that 18% of the variance in classroom climate, 10.9% of the variance in 
empathy for hate speech victims, 2.1% of the variance in self-efficacy toward 
intervening in hate speech, and 8.3% of the variance in counterspeech can be 

Table 1. Pearson’s Bivariate Correlations and Descriptive Statistics.

Variable 2. 3. 4. M (SD)

Classroom 
climate

0.20** 0.07** 0.16** 3.85 (0.43)

Empathy — 0.22** 0.48** 3.63 (0.96)
Self-efficacy — 0.31** 3.05 (1.11)
Counterspeech — 3.28 (1.06)

**p < 001.
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attributed to the fact that students are nested within classrooms, indicating 
that multilevel analyses were required. With every step, the model fit 
improved, as can be shown by decreases in AIC (see Table 2), therefore 
Model 3 was used for subsequent analyses. Table 3 summarizes the results of 
testing Model 1 to Model 3.

As shown in Table 3 (Model 3), classroom climate (L2) was positively 
associated with counterspeech (L1; unstandardized γ = .14, p = .002 CI 95% 
[0.06, 0.21]), providing support for Hypothesis 1. Additionally, classroom 
climate (L2) was positively associated to empathy for victims of hate speech 
(L1; unstandardized γ = .44, p < .001, CI 95% [0.34, 0.53]) and self-efficacy 
toward intervening in hate speech (L1; unstandardized γ = .21, p < .001, CI 
95% [0.18, 0.24]). Empathy for victims of hate speech (L1; unstandardized 
γ = .45, p < .001, CI 95% [0.42, 0.49]) and self-efficacy toward intervening in 
hate speech (L1; unstandardized γ = .16, p = .004, CI 95% [0.07, 0.25]) were 
both positively linked to counterspeech (L1), confirming Hypothesis 2. 
Finally, the indirect effects of classroom climate (L2) on counterspeech (L1) 
via their empathy for hate speech victims (L1; unstandardized γ indirect = .20, 
p = .005, CI 95% [0.15, 0.24]) and self-efficacy toward intervening in hate 
speech (L1; unstandardized γ indirect = .03, p < .001, CI 95% [0.01, 0.05]) 
were significant. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed (Figure 1).

Several control variables showed a significant effect. Compared to being 
in Grade 9, being in Grade 7 (unstandardized γ = .11, p = .046, CI 95% [0.02, 
0.20]) was positively associated with empathy for victims of hate speech. 
Self-identifying as female was positively related to counterspeech (L1; 
unstandardized γ = .09, p = .011, CI 95% [0.03, 0.15]) and empathy for vic-
tims of hate speech (L1; unstandardized γ = .61, p < .001, CI 95% [0.56, 
0.67]). Having an immigrant background was negatively associated with 
counterspeech (L1; unstandardized γ = −.08, p = .029, CI 95% [−0.14, −0.02]), 
and positively associated with self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech 
(L1; unstandardized γ = .12, p < .001, CI 95% [0.04, 0.19]). Students’ SES 

Table 2. Changes in the Indices of Goodness of Fit for the Multilevel Mediation 
Models.

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

R2 (individual) 3.4% 23.2% 24.0%
R2 (class) 2.3% 76% 71.0%
AIC 35,094.55 26,602.97 25,435.40 25,418.78
∆AIC 8,591.58 1,198.57 16.62

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; ∆ACI = change in ACI.
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Figure 1. Direct and indirect associations among classroom climate (L2) and 
counterspeech (L1) via empathy and self-efficacy (L1).
Note. Control variables are omitted due to clarity.
***p < .001.

was negatively associated with empathy for victims of hate speech (L1; 
unstandardized γ = −.03, p = .001, CI 95% [−0.04, −0.02]). Finally, the analy-
ses were repeated by country of origin. Generally, the analyses for each coun-
try revealed the same results, indicating that the three hypotheses could be 
confirmed in the German and Swiss subsample. The findings can be requested 
from the first author.

Discussion

Using the socio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the present study 
sought to understand correlates of counterspeech in a large sample of adoles-
cents from Germany and Switzerland. More specifically, a multilevel media-
tion analysis was conducted to investigate the direct and indirect associations 
among classroom climate, empathy for victims of hate speech, self-efficacy 
toward intervening in hate speech, and counterspeech. An important consid-
eration when investigating these associations is that a lack in adolescents’ 
capacity to deal productively with hate speech is negatively related to their 
well-being (Gámez-Guadix et al., 2020; Krause et al., 2021; Wachs, Gámez-
Guadix et al., 2022), whereas counterspeech can reduce negative outcomes 
for victims of hate speech and reduce people’s engagement in hate speech as 
perpetrators (Garland et al., 2022; He et al., 2021; Obermaier et al., 2021; 
Ştefăniță & Buf, 2021).
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Hypothesis 1: Direct Associations between Classroom Climate 
and Counterspeech

Concerning Hypothesis 1, the findings confirmed the assumption that 
classroom climate is positively linked to counterspeech. It is proposed 
that adolescents in classrooms characterized by positive peer relation-
ships, connectedness, and warm and supportive behavior are more willing 
to show prosocial behavior, which also includes the engagement in coun-
tering hate speech. This finding is in line with research showing that anti-
social behavior and group-focused enmity are less prevalent in classrooms 
with a positive atmosphere (Eckstein et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2011) 
and that victims of bullying are defended more frequently in classrooms 
with a positive climate (Bistrong et al., 2019; Thornberg et al., 2017, 
2018). This result might also partially explain the initial research that 
revealed a negative association between a better school climate and less 
hate speech witnessing and victimization in schools (Lehman, 2019). 
Furthermore, the present study extends previous research that has found 
that social norms within classrooms are related to adolescents’ engage-
ment in hate speech as perpetrators (Ballaschk et al., 2021; Wachs, 
Wettstein et al., 2022c, 2022d).

Hypothesis 2: Direct Associations between Empathy, Self-
Efficacy, and Counterspeech

Supporting Hypothesis 2, this study revealed that empathy for victims of 
hate speech and self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech are posi-
tively related to their counterspeech. These results suggest that adolescents 
who show empathy and believe that hate speech is hurtful to the targeted 
person might perceive hate speech as more objectionable and, thus, are 
more willing to intervene. This finding is aligned with research showing 
that empathy is negatively related to antisocial behavior, intolerance, and 
prejudice (Boag & Carnelley, 2016; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008) and posi-
tively associated with defending victims of bullying (Deng et al., 2021; Van 
Noorden et al., 2015). Moreover, the present study extends previous 
research showing that empathy is negatively related to online hate speech 
perpetration among adolescents (Wachs et al., 2022a, 2022b).

While other research has highlighted the crucial role of self-efficacy in 
defending victims of bullying (Sjögren et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2020; 
Wachs et al., 2018), this study extends those findings to counterspeech by 
showing that adolescents’ beliefs in their ability to successfully intervene in 
hate speech are relevant to countering hate speech.
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Hypothesis 3: Indirect Associations between Classroom Climate 
and Counterspeech via Empathy and Self-Efficacy

Finally, in accordance with Hypothesis 3, the present study provides evidence 
for the assumption that classroom climate is positively and indirectly linked to 
counterspeech via empathy for victims of hate speech and self-efficacy toward 
intervening in hate speech. These findings highlight the crucial role of the 
classroom climate in developing students’ empathy and self-efficacy, which is 
in line with research that has stressed the importance of peers in the develop-
ment of young people’s empathy and self-efficacy (Boele et al., 2019; 
Montero-Carretero et al., 2021; Safaria & Suyono, 2020; Sjögren et al., 2021; 
Wachs et al., 2018). Furthermore, the results concerning our third hypothesis 
shed light on mechanisms that might explain the relation between classroom 
climate and engagement in counterspeech. Hence, the results suggest that the 
interplay between contextual and intrapersonal factors is important to consider 
in understanding what motivates adolescents to counter hate speech.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations should be mentioned. First, the present study was based 
on a cross-sectional design. Thus, the temporal ordering of classroom cli-
mate, empathy, self-efficacy, and counterspeech cannot be determined. 
Longitudinal and experimental research is required to completely compre-
hend the temporal ordering of these variables. Second, empathy for victims 
of hate speech was measured as a unidimensional construct, self-efficacy 
toward intervening in hate speech was measured with only one global item, 
and school climate was measured by only one of its many facets. Follow-up 
research should consider the cognitive and affective subdimensions of empa-
thy to gain a deeper understanding of the complex interplay between empathy 
and engaging in counterspeech. Along the same lines, to overcome the mea-
surement problems typical of single-item measures (e.g., low content valid-
ity, sensitivity, and lack of a measure of internal consistency reliability), such 
research should include scales for measuring self-efficacy. Follow-up 
research should also include more facets of classroom climate (e.g., student–
teacher relationships) to gain a deeper understanding of the relation between 
classroom climate and counterspeech among adolescents. Third, we mea-
sured how adolescents engaged in counterspeech or would engage in coun-
terspeech without being able to distinguish between actual or hypothetical 
behavior. Follow-up studies should measure both separately and compare the 
findings. To avoid self-reporting biases, one possibility might be to include 
peer nominations regarding engagement in countering hate speech and then 
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investigate the association between the nominations and adolescents’ self-
reported intervention willingness, or actual behavior. Finally, more research 
is needed to understand the nature of counterspeech among adolescents. This 
includes, for example, an investigation on what they normally say when they 
practice counterspeech and what they perceive as an effective strategy to deal 
with hate speech among peers. At the same time, such research could inves-
tigate what typical barriers are when adolescents decide to intervene or not 
after witnessing hate speech among peers. A theoretical framework to under-
stand the barriers might be the bystander intervention model (Latané & 
Darley, 1970) which has been shown to be useful in understanding bystander 
behavior in bullying and sexual harassment (Nickerson et al. 2014).

Practical Implications

Despite these limitations, the current study has important practical implica-
tions. First, prevention programs with the aim of increasing counterspeech 
among adolescents should address the classroom climate. Building positive 
peer-to-peer relationships within the classroom seems to be a promising ave-
nue both for encouraging counterspeech and fostering adolescents’ empathy 
and self-efficacy. Consequently, teachers, social workers, and school psy-
chologists should be aware of how the classroom climate might influence 
adolescents’ empathy, self-efficacy, and counterspeech. Furthermore, profes-
sionals working in schools with young people need to be supported to develop 
effective whole-class activities that encourage students to establish and sus-
tain warm, caring, and supportive relationships with their classmates. Such 
whole-class activities might include discussions about respect and tolerance, 
the differences between hate speech and free speech, and how to respond to 
hate speech appropriately (Krause et al., 2022).

Second, anti-hate speech prevention programs should include empathy 
training that increases adolescents’ emotional sharing and perspective-taking 
abilities. This might be accomplished by addressing hypothetical or actual 
hate speech cases and talking with adolescents about how hate speech targets 
might feel, thus assisting them in comprehending the potential harms of hate 
speech victimization. Adolescents may also be urged to consider how they 
would feel if they were the victims of hate speech, thus learning how to show 
sympathy for the victims’ pain. Similar strategies have been shown to be 
effective in anti-bullying prevention programs, such as “Media Heroes” 
(Schultze-Krumbholz et al., 2016) and “KiVa” (Kärnä et al., 2011) and are 
currently applied in the anti-hate speech prevention program “HateLess. 
Together against hatred” (Krause et al., 2022).
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Third, self-efficacy toward intervening in hate speech needs to be taken 
into consideration when designing and implementing anti-hate speech pro-
grams. Such programs should promote adolescents’ ability to resolve inter-
personal conflicts using negotiation rather than hate speech. One way to do 
so might be the implementation of cooperative learning during school les-
sons, which has been shown to increase adolescents’ self-efficacy (In’am & 
Sutrisno, 2021), prosocial behavior (Manzano-Sánchez & Valero-Valenzuela, 
2019), and democratic attitudes (Erbil & Kocabaş, 2018). More specifically, 
adolescents should be educated about how they can intervene directly and 
indirectly in hate speech and should be given opportunities to practice differ-
ent forms of intervention (e.g., through role play). This approach is used in 
the anti-hate speech prevention program “HateLess. Together against hatred” 
(Krause et al., 2022).

Finally, a general practical implication of this study is the need to address 
both contextual factors (e.g., classroom climate) and individual factors (e.g., 
empathy and self-efficacy) to tackle hate speech among adolescents in 
schools. That is, by combining universal and indicated actions, prevention 
programs need to focus on the whole classroom and not solely on certain 
students who have shown (dis)engagement in hate speech or counterspeech.

Conclusion

The present study investigated the direct and indirect associations among 
classroom climate (L2), empathy for victims of hate speech (L1), self-effi-
cacy toward intervening in hate speech (L1), and counterspeech among ado-
lescents (L1). The findings revealed that classroom climate, empathy for 
victims, self-efficacy toward intervening were positively associated with 
counterspeech. Furthermore, the results confirmed an indirect relation 
between classroom climate and counterspeech via empathy and self-efficacy. 
That is, as suggested by the socio-ecological model it appears to be important 
to address both contextual and individual factors to understand counter-
speech. Generally, this study suggests that prevention programs need to 
include all students in one classroom and combine universal and indicated 
actions to increase counterspeech. Although the present study offers much 
potential for understanding counterspeech and developing prevention pro-
grams, to understand the temporal ordering of the study’s main variables, 
there is a need for more longitudinal research that considers both potential 
and actual engagement in counterspeech separately. Finally, more research is 
needed to understand the nature of counterspeech among adolescents, effec-
tive strategies, and barriers to intervening in hate speech.
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