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Abstract

:

Objectives: to examine the nature and context of discriminatory experiences among adolescents in Spain. Methods: A mixed study of discourse content analysis in 1000 randomly selected Spanish adolescents aged 12 to 16 years stratified by age, gender and territorial distribution. Data were analyzed to identify perpetrators, actions, and locations of discrimination. Results: Overall, 66% of adolescents reported witnessing or experiencing discrimination, primarily manifested through teasing, insults, and harassment. Peers were identified as the main perpetrators (73.9%), with schools being the primary context (69.4%) where discrimination occurs. Discrimination often lacked clear reasons (27.78%), but ethnicity (23.83%) and physical appearance (22.51%) were the most common factors, followed by gender (5.99%) or academic/ability issues (5.99%) or having an illness or developmental disorder (5.41%). Conclusions: Discrimination among adolescents is frequent, with racism and rejection of minority groups as the main causes. The findings underscore the need for interventions to address discriminatory behaviors in schools and broader society, with implications for adolescent well-being and mental health.
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1. Introduction


Discrimination involves unequal treatment based on group characteristics that are often beyond the victim’s control (e.g., ethnicity, disability or gender). It can be a stressful experience because it indicates that others see you as negative and do not accept you [1], that you are treated unfairly and that the world is unjust [2], and that others have control and dominance over your life [3]. Moreover, systemic, interpersonal, and internalized forms of racism significantly shape the developmental trajectories and health outcomes of Black, Indigenous, and people of color youth, highlighting the urgent need for prevention and intervention strategies to ensure equitable development [4,5]. This phenomenon can be understood as the behavioral dimension of stigma, which implies behaviors of rejection, avoidance, or even aggression towards the discriminated group or subject [6].



Stigma implies “a deeply devaluing attribute, which degrades and demeans the person who carries it” [7]. In 1998, Crocker et al., focusing on identity and social context, point out that individuals who have been stigmatized tend to possess characteristics or attributes that negatively impact their social identity within the specific social context in which they are situated [8] or whereby the stigmatized subject may not be seen or may not see him/herself as a member of a social group, emphasizing the cultural relativism of stigma. That is, discrimination usually occurs towards people who are stigmatized, seen as different or having different qualities. Thus, the phenomenon of discrimination has been targeted towards different groups, such as racialized people, by gender, or even those with health problems, being a broad and complex phenomenon, which can also be increased by intersectional aspects [9], for example, a racialized person who also has a disease that further generates rejection.



Any form of discrimination can leave traces, sometimes lasting and with dramatic effects, materialized in low self-esteem, an acute feeling of loneliness, exclusion, marginalization, isolation, a parasitic lifestyle with low social involvement, poor interpersonal relationships, and low or no motivation for all that school life represents, among others [10]. Additionally, in adolescence, the experiences of discrimination may be particularly important as it is a critical period for the formation of political attitudes and values [11,12] and for the development of prejudiced attitudes [13]. The need for belonging/affiliation of adolescents also has an impact on their attitudes and behaviors, decisions to engage in various activities, self-esteem and self-concept, etc. [14]. Discrimination not only undermines adolescents’ self-esteem and social belonging but also shapes how they perceive themselves and their roles in society, with lasting consequences on the development of their identity and ability to form meaningful relationships [15]. Therefore, in this period, the direct or vicarious experience of discrimination should be especially considered and researched.



Existing studies on discrimination in adolescents show that this phenomenon usually occurs for different reasons, with ethnicity being the most common and studied [16,17,18], followed by religion [19] or sexual and gender identity [20]. In addition, there are also studies on discrimination related to physical appearance and weight [20,21,22]. In general, research has focused on showing the negative effects of discrimination on variables of different types, such as academic performance associated with racial/ethnic discrimination [23] or psychological variables such as the greater perception of distress associated with ethnic discrimination [18], the relationship with depression in Black adolescents [24] or, in general, ethnic discrimination [17] and suicide among those discriminated due to weight [25]. Additionally, its impact has been seen to affect psychophysiological variables, demonstrating negative effects on pubertal development [16] and increased cortisol associated with unfair treatment due to a person’s ethnicity [26]. Further, ethnic and non-ethnic discrimination has been demonstrated to promote loneliness and stress, affecting sleep and relationships [27,28]. Other longitudinal studies show how adolescent experiences of discrimination are related to behavioral health problems one year later [29]. And discrimination in childhood has a detrimental impact, that lasts more than 30 years, relating to health-compromising risk behaviors into middle-aged people [30].



The importance and impact of studying discrimination is clear. However, research describing how discrimination occurs and how adolescents describe it is scarce. Okoroji & Oka show how racialized adolescents reveal experiences of both direct and vicarious discrimination [31], while Dantzler et al. report in another qualitative study that Black adolescents disclose racist comments or opinions by their teachers [32]. On the other hand, Madsen & Green describe that the various experiences of discrimination by gay adolescents include hurtful comments from peers, teachers, and media news stories [20]. In another focus group study, Romero et al. describe how Latino teens experience stereotypes in the media, anti-immigrant comments, insults from peers, and concerns about facing discrimination that can lead to physical altercations [33]. Douglass et al. show that ethnic or racial teasing is a common way through which adolescents interact around race [34]. Although teasing seems initially harmless, it has negative psychological effects for some adolescents, debating its inclusion in discrimination.



In Spain, studies on discrimination in adolescence are scarce, but there are a few that study the construct in populations cited as particularly vulnerable, such as racialized or migrant adolescents [35,36] or the LGTBI community [37,38]. This research shows that in general, migrant adolescents may be suffering direct or indirect discrimination, as well as perceptions of ethnic inferiority, compared to non-migrant adolescents [36]. This is in line with the results of Castro & Bermúdez, which show how Latin American adolescents suffer greater discrimination and have lower social adaptation than native Spanish adolescents [35]. On the other hand, Aparicio-García et al. report that non-binary adolescents received less support from family and friends, suffered more verbal aggression in and out of school, cyberbullying, and even physical aggression, compared to cisgender youths [37]. And Hortiguela-Alcalá et al. describe the discrimination experiences of LGTBI adolescents, finding that they reference mocking gestures and insults from other peers, specifically in physical education, which affect school performance, resulting in fears and insecurities and leading them to stay in the background and interact with others in a limited way [38].



Despite the importance of research in relation to discrimination in adolescence, no studies exist that describe how adolescents perceive and describe discrimination, whether they are part of a vulnerable group or not. The present research develops a qualitative study in a representative sample of Spanish adolescents where they describe the different experiences of discrimination, lived or seen. The results are analyzed by establishing categories of discrimination, describing the adolescents’ experiences, and discussing the practical implications.




2. Method


2.1. Design and Data Analysis


This study employs an exploratory sequential mixed design [39], combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to investigate adolescents’ experiences of discrimination in Spain. Initially, qualitative data were collected through an open-ended question asking participants to describe a situation of discrimination they had experienced or witnessed. These responses were analyzed using Atlas.ti 22 software, following an etic approach, which involved developing categories and subcategories of analysis based on the collected data. Given the exploratory sequential mixed methods design of this study, we use ‘sample’ to describe the quantitative aspects of stratified random sampling and ‘participants’ when referring to the individuals whose qualitative responses were analyzed. This dual terminology reflects the distinct methodological phases of the research. The qualitative analysis followed an open coding process to systematically identify themes and patterns within the data. Responses were reviewed line by line to identify significant concepts or ideas related to discriminatory experiences. Codes were assigned to these concepts, capturing key themes without imposing predefined frameworks. Through iterative refinement, related codes were grouped to form broader categories, which were then subdivided into more specific subcategories. The emergent categories were reviewed and validated by 11 external experts specializing in psychology, pedagogy, and education, ensuring their relevance and coherence with the data. This process resulted in a final framework comprising 9 categories and 21 subcategories. No co-occurrence analyses or semantic networks were conducted in this phase, as the primary focus was on generating a reliable categorization system through open coding and expert validation. The coding process emphasized capturing the richness and diversity of participants’ descriptions.



Subsequently, the qualitative information categorized during this phase was used to perform quantitative descriptive analyses. Patterns were identified in variables such as the frequency, context, actors involved and causes of discrimination. These analyses were conducted using SPSS version 29 and presented through frequencies and percentages, allowing for a broader understanding of the phenomena described in the qualitative data.



By combining these approaches, this exploratory sequential mixed design prioritizes the richness and depth of the initial qualitative exploration while enhancing its scope through quantitative validation. This integration of methods provides a comprehensive understanding of adolescents’ discriminatory experiences in Spain.



This study employs an exploratory sequential mixed design. In the first phase, qualitative data were collected and analyzed to identify and categorize experiences of discrimination. In the second phase, quantitative descriptive analyses were conducted to validate and expand upon the qualitative findings. This design prioritizes the initial qualitative exploration and enriches it with quantitative analysis, integrating both during the interpretation phase.



Where all the qualitative information was organized around the categorization created through the etic method [40], categories and subcategories of analysis were developed based on the obtained information, which underwent validation by external experts.



After analyzing the literature documenting how to create a categorization system, and carefully reading and organizing the 1000 responses, a first version was designed to qualitatively analyze the short response to the question “Describe a situation you have experienced or witnessed of discrimination”.



Firstly, the survey was distributed to 18 expert evaluators specializing in the fields of psychology, pedagogy, and education. However, only 11 respondents provided their feedback.



They were asked to assess the “degree of agreement” for the following 6 questions (using a Likert scale from 1—Totally Disagree to 5—Totally Agree), and we obtained corresponding average scores:




	
Is the presentation of categories and subcategories adequate? Mean = 4.36



	
Do you agree with the denomination of the categories (label)? Mean = 4.36



	
Are the categories well-defined? Mean = 4.45



	
Do you agree with the denomination of the subcategories (label)? Mean = 4.27



	
Are the subcategories well-defined? Mean = 4.09



	
Do the examples from the transcriptions illustrate the categories? Mean = 4.64








Secondly, they were asked to respond to the following questions. If their answer was affirmative, they could explain their reasons through an open-ended response:




	
Would you change the name of any category or subcategory? If yes, which one and what is your proposal?



	
Would you group some categories or subcategories? If yes, which categories would you group and why?



	
Would you organize the categories or subcategories differently? If yes, what is your proposal?








After considering the contributions of the experts, mostly related to renaming subcategory A and organizing information correctly regarding the categories and subcategories B and C, appropriate modifications were made, resulting in the final version of the categorization system—with 9 categories and 21 subcategories—enabling the organization of collected information about experiences of discrimination witnessed or experienced by others (see Supplementary Materials). An additional category was added to mark situations described as discriminatory by participants but that were not or were more related to interpersonal conflicts. Once the sample was obtained, qualitative analyses were conducted using Atlas.ti version 22 software and descriptive statistical analyses using SPSS version 29 for Windows.



With the final categorization system, two members of the research team organized the 1000 experiences of discrimination, resulting in a 94.6% agreement. Subsequently, a third researcher reviewed the categorization and resolved slight discrepancies, obtaining the results shown in Supplementary Materials. The categories and content of these can be seen in detail in the Supplementary Materials. Finally, the Atlas.ti program was used to deepen the detailed analysis of the adjectives associated with the causes of discrimination in this final categorization.




2.2. Participants


To obtain a representative sample of the Spanish adolescent population, a stratified random sampling method was utilized (sampling error 3.1% and a confidence level of 95.5% for an infinite universe under the assumption of maximum uncertainty). In terms of inclusion criteria, participants were required to (a) be between 12 and 16 years old and (b) have access to the internet and a mobile device or computer. Exclusion criteria included (a) not having a sufficient level of Spanish proficiency to respond to the instrument items.



The sample consisted of a total of 1000 Spanish adolescents (50% female; 49.3% male; 0.7% preferred not to respond) with ages ranging from 12 to 16 years (M = 14; SD = 1.41). Regarding age distribution, 19.9% were 12 years old, 19.9% were 13 years old, 20.3% were 14 years old, 20% were 15 years old, and 19.9% were 16 years old. They attended different types of educational institutions: public (69.5%), semi-private (25.6%), and private (4.9%).



Regarding distribution by provinces (M = 20; SD = 26.41), the range varied from 1 participant (e.g., Soria or Segovia) to 146 participants in Madrid or 115 in Barcelona. Concerning their distribution based on the population size of their place of residence, 30% resided in municipalities with over 200,000 inhabitants, approximately 23% in municipalities with between 50,000 and 200,000 inhabitants, 25% in municipalities with between 10,000 and 50,000 inhabitants, and 23% in municipalities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants. No significant differences were observed in gender distribution based on the size of the municipality of residence (χ2(6, n = 1000) = 8.81; p = 0.185). Statistically significant differences were observed between the type of school and the number of inhabitants per municipality.



Around 84% of participants residing in municipalities with a population of fewer than 10,000 inhabitants attended public schools, while only 16% attended private or semi-private schools (χ2(6, n = 1000) = 69.18; p < 0.001).



Regarding the presence of any mental disorder, physical illness, or disability, 92.7% indicated not having or having had any of these, while 7.3% reported the presence of physical or psychological alterations.




2.3. Variables and Instruments


To operationalize the variable of discrimination in adolescents aged 12 to 16 years, the following sociodemographic variables were utilized:




	
Questions answered by parents: child’s age, autonomous community of residence, monthly income, highest level of education in the family unit, type of educational institution the child attends, and whether the child has or has had any mental disorder, physical illness, or disability.



	
Questions answered by minors: gender, ethnic group affiliation, whether they themselves have or know someone with mental health problems, physical illness, or disability.








There was one open-ended response item:




	
Describe a situation of discrimination you have experienced or witnessed. Write in your own words what you saw or experienced. Please write the words with all the letters and good spelling.









2.4. Procedures


This is a cross-sectional descriptive study conducted nationwide in Spain. To obtain a representative sample of the national population, maintain methodological rigor, and ensure an adequate level of quality in this research, a prestigious and experienced population analysis company was hired. The company adheres to the CCI/Esomar ethical code and has implemented a Quality Management System audited according to ISO 20252 standards. Additionally, they have an Information Security Management System (ISMS) audited in accordance with ISO 27001 standards. For the survey, an access panel with a base of over 100,000 panelists, certified under ISO 20252 to ensure thorough quality control of participants, was utilized.



The recruitment of participants involved those who are subjects of study within their database receiving a direct invitation with a personalized link. In this case, they were parents, guardians, or legal guardians of minors aged 12 to 16 years. They were provided with information about the study’s purpose and requested their informed consent. Once they accepted participation, they received brief instructions and a couple of questions intended for parents or guardians, followed immediately by items aimed at minors, who responded using multidispositives (PC, tablet, smartphone, etc.). An online survey methodology (CAWI—Computer Assistance Web Interview) was used to conduct the survey, obtaining responses to sociodemographic variables and an open-ended question soliciting information about their experiences related to situations of discrimination. The estimated duration of the online questionnaire assessment is 5 min. Data collection took place between October and November 2023.



Participants volunteered to be part of the study without any coercion or financial compensation. They were informed at all times that the questionnaire administration was entirely anonymous and governed by the principles outlined in Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of 27 April on the protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data. It is noteworthy that the research was authorized by the Bioethics Committee of the University of Valladolid (code PI 23-3245NOHCUV).





3. Results


Out of the 1000 collected experiences of discrimination, a detailed analysis was conducted on the responses of 654 adolescents, aiming to identify the perpetrator of the discriminatory experiences, how they occurred, where they took place, and who experienced the discrimination. The remaining 346 responses could not be analyzed in these aspects, as 286 did not observe or participate in discriminatory actions, and 59 described experiences that were not instances of discrimination or were related to interpersonal conflicts, but no discrimination. The following are the results of the 684 experiences that revealed discrimination.



3.1. Description of or the Way Discrimination Is Carried Out


From the 654 testimonies, 839 actions of discrimination were found (589 with one action, 189 with two actions and 61 with three actions); in addition, 66 adolescents did not describe the specific action of discrimination. Among the discriminatory actions, it was found that the described situations included isolating or ignoring (15.0%) (e.g., They make me a void for not being fashionable), insulting (21.2%) or mocking (24.1%) (e.g., A friend has been insulted for being homosexual; They call me giraffe because I am very tall), repeatedly and systematically harassing (33.0%) (e.g., I am being harassed by ex-friends of mine and I am afraid to go out in the street…), and instances of physical violence (6.7%), such as kicks and punches (e.g., A boy in my class was kicking another boy who was on the floor) (see Figure 1). Around 7.9% did not specify either who or how the discriminatory situations were carried out.




3.2. Person Carrying Out Discrimination and Who Receives It


In our research, 80.3% of respondents observed discriminatory situations in others, while 17.4% experienced discrimination firsthand (see Figure 2). And the discriminatory actions were primarily carried out by a peer or a fellow adolescent friend (73.9%) (e.g., In the playground, the boys frequently pick on a girl who is quite obese), followed by an unknown person (9.5%), a member of the teaching staff (3.9%) (e.g., A teacher humiliated a student. He called them a dwarf), or immediate family members (<1%) (see Figure 3).




3.3. Context in Which Discrimination Occurs


Of these discrimination situations, 69.4% occurred within the school context and 20.1% in other contexts such as on the bus or subway, in the park, in stores, etc., and for 9.4%, the respondents did not indicate where the discriminatory actions took place (see Figure 4). And only 1.1% occurred in virtual contexts (e.g., I have seen memes posted by a company member of the Muslim religion).




3.4. Cause of Discrimination


There are 1000 testimonies, of which 60 do not reflect situations of discrimination (e.g., my parents wouldn’t let me go to a party because I was young), and 286 adolescents claim not to have seen or experienced situations of discrimination (28.6%) (e.g., I have not seen any such situation). We categorized 654 testimonies, finding 684 experiences of discrimination, as some participants describe more than one situation of discrimination (Categories: 654 with one experience, 25 with two experiences, and 5 with three experiences of discrimination, 476 with one subcategory, 36 with two subcategories, and 16 with three subcategories).



Among the experiences of discrimination, there was a higher number of discriminations without a clear reason (27.78%) (e.g., A new girl is not accepted), discriminations based on ethnic minority or identity group membership (23.83%) (e.g., In my school there are gypsies and we all stay away from them), with the most frequent targets being the Black or Muslim population, and discriminations based on physical appearance (22.51%) (e.g., They pick on children for anything, for their looks, size, fat, etc.). Among these, there is a higher incidence of discriminations regarding perceived overweightness in others (the most frequent subcategory), short stature, unattractiveness, or clothing choices. In Table 1 this information can be seen in detail.



A word cloud is observed with adjectives related to all categories of discrimination, excluding “No discrimination” and “Discrimination without reason” (see Figure 5). Terms such as “overweight” and “Black” stand out, mentioned 50 and 40 times, respectively. Additionally, a wide range of terms related to discrimination are also observed, from adjectives like “bad” (20 cases) and “short” (32 cases) to ethnic and social identities such as “Arab” (12 cases), “Asian” (4 cases), and “gypsy” (6 cases). Words related to various categories of discrimination are seen, including “homosexual” (10 cases), “racist” (6 cases), and “obese” (6 cases). Terms like “ugly” (6 cases) and “stupid” (5 cases) are also included.



In Figure 6a, the word cloud exploring terms associated with the “Discrimination based on physical appearance” category is observed. “Overweight” is the most recurring term, mentioned 25 times; additionally, there are other terms such as “fat”, “chubby”, and “obese”. However, there is a wide variety of terms, ranging from physical attributes like “short” and “tall” to general qualities like “bad” and “poor”. Furthermore, negative connotations such as “bad” and “poor” suggest negative judgments about physical appearance, while the inclusion of “old” hints at discriminatory attitudes related to age that may also be observed in physical appearance.



Next, we examine the terms related to discrimination based on “belonging to an ethnic minority or identity-based social group” (see Figure 6b). “Black” is the most recurring term, mentioned 19 times. Various concepts related to ethnic and social identities are observed, from terms like “Arab” and “Chinese” to “gypsy” and “Moroccan”. Additionally, terms like “racist” are present as different experiences of racism are expressed, while “different” and “high” indicate different perceptions of exclusion or superiority.



Also “discrimination based on gender or sexual identity” is analyzed, revealing a variety of terms encompassing different aspects and experiences related to this form of discrimination. The most frequently occurring word is “sexual” with nine instances, followed by “gay” with six instances, “homosexual” with five instances, and “high” with four instances (see Figure 6c).





4. Discussion


The present study provides an overview of the experiences of discrimination lived or witnessed by a sample of adolescents in Spain. First of all, it is worth noting that a high percentage, 66% of the sample, reported having witnessed experiences of discrimination, while a smaller but significant percentage, 17.4%, reported having experienced it first-hand. In addition, the main perpetrators of discrimination experiences are peers or friends (73.9%), followed by strangers (9.5%) or teachers (3.9%), with discrimination occurring mostly in the educational context (69.4%). These results are consistent with the findings of other research, which reveal the presence of direct and vicarious discrimination in racialized adolescents [31], as well as other adolescents recognizing the presence of racist comments or opinions made by teachers [32]. On the other hand, despite the importance of knowing the causes and sequelae of cyberbullying and cybervictimization processes due to their short- and long-term impact and scope [41], as well as the existence of research that draws attention to the increase in cybervictimization [42], in our results, the experiences of discrimination in virtual contexts (“Insulting on social media, discrimination for being gay or lesbian”) were really scarce (1.1%).



Most experiences of discrimination consisted of systematic harassment (33.3%) and teasing or insults (21.2%), with a few experiences of physical violence (6.7%). This is consistent with previous research, which found that the main experiences of discrimination related to racism, xenophobia and towards non-binary people were insults [33,37,38,43].



In relation to the causes of discrimination, the most frequent was not finding a clear cause (27.78%), followed by ethnicity (23.83%), discrimination based on physical appearance (22.51%) and to a lesser extent gender or sexual identity (5.99%) or the presence of diseases or disorders (5.41%). This is interesting and underlines that in many cases adolescents are not able to identify a clear cause of why discrimination occurs, as well as showing how racism and xenophobia are still present in our society, especially towards the Black or Muslim population. Reports of racism and xenophobia as a way of discrimination are also present in other research [16,17,18], especially towards the Black population [31,32], and in the same way as in these investigations, discrimination against Black adolescents is often found in the form of insults referring to their skin color. However, in Spain, the second most racialized group among adolescents seems to be the Muslim population, in contrast to other studies carried out in Anglo-Saxon contexts showing the discrimination against the Latino population [33], probably because Spain is considered a “Latino” country and inter-group differences are not established as much.



Discrimination related to the Muslim population is associated with the wearing of the veil in women (e.g., “The other day, my friends and I crossed paths with a woman wearing a veil, and one of my friends made a comment jokingly, but it wasn’t funny”), something that has also been shown in other studies that have focused on young Muslims between 18 and 24 years old living in Spain [44]; but in our study, we also found some comments about evangelist and Catholic beliefs, which are not very common. In addition, it should also be noted that only 13 cases of discrimination against gypsies were found. This contrasts with the last report on discrimination in the European Union carried out between April and May 2023, where a greater need for integration of this population is indicated, since only 26% of Spanish respondents considered that the efforts made to integrate this population are effective [45].



Following the main reasons for discrimination, physical appearance stands out, where fatphobia and the stigma towards overweightness stand out, which mainly translates into insults, consistent with the findings of Gerend et al. [21] and Sutin et al. [22]. This is as well as issues related to height and comments about whether others are more or less handsome, whether they have more or less pimples, whether they wear glasses, or whether they dress in one or another type of clothing, and even comments related to a certain person having a bad odor were reported.



Finally, the other causes of discrimination refer to sexual or gender identity, as well as the presence of diseases or disorders and academic ability. In relation to sexual or gender discrimination, the results seem similar to previous research [20,37,38], where discrimination towards this group is based on insults and mockery, in many cases related to clothing or physical appearance (“A boy in my high school who wears make-up and short t-shirts and I don’t see him going to school that way”). In relation to the presence of special education needs, diseases, or disorders, discrimination, in addition to insults and teasing, includes undervaluing the person’s capacity, referring to people with a developmental disorder or disease as “dumber”, and isolating or ignoring them. In this regard, some studies have already explained the existence of discrimination against people with disabilities [46,47].



This category of diseases and disorders is similar to discrimination that occurs because of an excess or deficiency of academic ability. In addition, in this category, there are also many discriminatory actions carried out by teachers (“A teacher picked on a child with Asperger’s”; “I want to do high school and last year a teacher told me that since I was doing diversification I could not go to high school or do a university degree”; “I want to do high school and last year a teacher told me that since I was doing diversification I could not go to high school or do a university degree”).




5. Limitations


This study has some limitations that should be taken into account. Given the qualitative approach adopted to analyze adolescents’ responses, there is a possibility of subjective interpretations in the content analysis. However, to address this concern, a rigorous categorization process was conducted, involving 11 external evaluators and subsequent validation by 3 experts. In addition, it should be noted that only one question was asked to adolescents to collect their experiences due to the large number of participants in the study. Further details on the phenomenon could perhaps be provided in more in-depth focus group discussions.



Furthermore, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the discrimination phenomena, conducting longitudinal follow-up would be beneficial to investigate how they may change over time and potentially influence the long-term development of adolescents, as this study was based on a cross-sectional design.



Regarding the generality of results, although stratified sampling was used to ensure a representative sample in terms of age, gender, and territorial distribution, certain limitations due to the type of sampling and data collection methodology are present in the study, such as the lack of people living in truly rural environments or more numerous groups belonging to ethnic minorities or with disorders. Replicating these findings in other demographic groups would be valuable to explore potential differences.



In order to deepen the analysis of the testimonies offered, conducting co-occurrence analyses and creating semantic networks could have provided valuable insights into the relationships between categories and subcategories. These methods allow for the identification of patterns and connections that may not be apparent through manual coding alone, thus enriching the understanding of the discriminatory experiences described. However, due to the scope and focus of this study, these analyses were not performed, representing an opportunity for future research to enhance the analytical depth.



On the other hand, another limitation refers to the lack of knowledge of the different life contexts of each subject, whose, social, individual, cultural, and communicative particularities -although they have certain characteristics in common- may affect their particular experiences and influence the results obtained.




6. Conclusions


This research involved 1000 adolescents from all over Spain, with representativeness in terms of age, gender, and territorial distribution. The participants were enrolled in public, private, and subsidized schools and resided in different environments, and their families had different economic statuses, among other factors. Therefore, the sample includes a wide variety of different experiences. Documenting all these instances of discrimination supports the possibility that they may impact and justify the existence of high rates of depression in adolescents discriminated against due to their ethnic background [17,24] or suicide when perceived as overweight by others [25]. This influence extends even to chemical, physiological, and psychological levels [16,26,27,28]. For example, one adolescent described how they were systematically excluded at school because of their clothing style, while another noted persistent teasing directed at a peer with a physical disability, highlighting the intersectional nature of discrimination. The presence of discrimination among minorities is still present, showing the existence of racism in our society, as well as negative attitudes that result in different types of discriminatory behaviors towards other minorities or vulnerable groups, such as LGBTIQA+ youth or adolescents with special education needs. One participant recounted how a classmate was insulted daily for being overweight, demonstrating the urgent need for tailored interventions in educational settings to address such pervasive stigmatization.



It is necessary to develop intervention plans to reduce prejudice and cases of child and adolescent discrimination, thus promoting, in the short and long term, the emotional, physical, and psychological well-being of our young people. Stigma prevention and awareness campaigns for groups particularly vulnerable to discrimination, such as racialized young people, LGTBIQA+ groups, those with illnesses or disorders, etc., are essential and necessary to promote inclusion, especially in the school environment. Incorporating these findings into local and national policies could provide actionable insights for improving adolescent well-being, as demonstrated by other European programs focusing on the integration of minority groups and reducing hate-based discrimination.
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Figure 1. How discriminatory actions are executed. Note: percentages calculated on 905 discrimination actions (839 actions + 66 non-specific). 
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Figure 2. Who receives the discriminatory action. Note: percentages calculated on 654 discrimination actions. 
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Figure 3. Who carries out discriminatory actions. Note: percentages calculated on 654 discrimination actions. 
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Figure 4. Where discriminatory actions took place. Note: percentages calculated on 654 discrimination actions. 
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Figure 5. Word cloud of adjectives linked to all categories except “No discrimination” and “Discrimination without reason”. 
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Figure 6. Word cloud analysis of adjectives associated with three discrimination categories. (a) Discrimination based on physical appearance. (b) Discrimination based on belonging to an ethnic minority or identity-based social group. (c) Discrimination based on gender. 
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Table 1. The number of responses assigned to each category and subcategory of analysis for the qualitative open-ended question.
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Code

	
Category

	
N

	
% *

	
Code

	
Subcategory

	
N

	
% **






	
A

	
Discrimination based on ethnic minority or identity group

	
163

	
23.83

	
A1

	
Asian Population

	
10

	
1.43




	
A2

	
Black Population

	
42

	
6.03




	
A3

	
Muslim Population

	
39

	
5.60




	
A4

	
Roma Population (gypsy)

	
13

	
1.87




	
A5

	
Latin American Population

	
14

	
2.01




	
A6

	
General (racism)

	
52

	
7.46




	
B

	
Discrimination based on gender or sexual identity

	
41

	
5.99

	
B1

	
Homophobia (gay/lesbian, etc.)

	
30

	
4.30




	
B2

	
Transgender

	
11

	
1.58




	
C

	
Discrimination based on sex

	
27

	
3.95

	
C1

	
Preference for men over women

	
18

	
2.58




	
C2

	
Preference for women over men

	
9

	
1.29




	
D

	
Discrimination based on physical appearance

	
155

	
22.51

	
D1

	
Overweight

	
64

	
9.18




	
D2

	
Height

	
25

	
3.59




	
D3

	
Hair

	
9

	
1.29




	
D4

	
Facial appearance

	
24

	
3.44




	
D5

	
Clothing

	
29

	
4.02




	
D6

	
Lack of hygiene

	
4

	
1.00




	
D7

	
Unspecific

	
3

	
1.58




	
E

	
Discrimination based on academic/ability issues

	
41

	
5.99

	
E1

	
Physical ability/athletic skills

	
11

	
4.30




	
E2

	
Cognitive ability

	
30

	
1.29




	
F

	
Discrimination based on age

	
9

	
1.32

	

	

	
9

	
1.58




	
G

	
Discrimination based on illness, developmental disorder, or disability

	
37

	
5.41

	
G1

	
Illness

	
11

	
3.16




	
G2

	
Developmental disorder

	
21

	
1.00




	
G3

	
Disability

	
6

	
0.00




	
G4

	
Unspecific

	
1

	
3.16




	
H

	
Discrimination based on personality, preferences, or way of being

	
22

	
3.22

	

	

	
22

	
27.26




	
I

	
Discrimination without a clear reason

	
190

	
27.78

	

	

	
190

	
1.43




	

	
Not discrimination

	
60

	

	

	
Interpersonal conflicts

	
22

	
-




	

	

	
Describing non-discriminatory experiences

	
38

	
-




	

	
Not observe or participate in discriminatory actions

	
286

	

	

	

	
286

	
-




	
Total

	
1030

	

	
Total

	
1043

	








Note: * Categories calculated over the total of discrimination experiences (N = 1030 − (286 + 60) = 684); ** Subcategories calculated over the total of discrimination experiences (N = 1043 − (286 + 60) = 697).
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