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Abstract
Life satisfaction is a cognitive and stable construct that comprises the subjective 
well-being and an accurate indicator of the perception of life circumstances among 
adolescents. Previous studies demonstrate that adolescents’ life satisfaction is asso-
ciated with developmental outcomes and positive psychological variables as well 
as protection against risk factors, such as bullying. Several international studies 
demonstrate that adolescents’ life satisfaction can be negatively affected by bully-
ing; consequently this behavior has become a matter of public concern. Our study 
hypothesized that the perception of safety plays a protective role against bullying 
and therefore maintains life satisfaction levels in adolescents. We examined a cohort 
of 1955 Chilean and 1789 Brazilian adolescents that participated in the International 
Survey of Children’s Well-Being (ISCWeB) 3rd Wave in Latin America. Using mul-
tiple regression and moderation analyses we found that the interaction victim × feel-
ing safety predicts adolescents life satisfaction. Hence, adolescents that report high 
victim scores and high safety also report high life satisfaction levels, versus adoles-
cents that report high victim scores and low safety that report lower levels of life 
satisfaction; suggesting a protective role of the perception of safety against victim 
scores. Our results confirm the importance and the protective role of the perception 
of safety (i.e. “feeling safe”) on adolescents’ life satisfaction. Particularly, we pro-
vide evidence that supports the promotion of safer environments at schools, within 
families, and in our communities in Latin America.
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The perception of safety or feeling safe is a key factor that contributes to the positive 
development of adolescents. Although previous studies have examined its impact 
on a variety of domains, studies on its potential protective role on life satisfaction 
of adolescents that suffer bullying are scarce. Previous reports demonstrate that bul-
lying have negative consequences on the life satisfaction of Chilean and Brazilian 
adolescents. In this study, we hypothesized that feeling safe has a buffering effect on 
this relationship.

1  Life Satisfaction in the World and Latin America

Life satisfaction has been defined as a cognitive and stable construct that forms part 
of the subjective well-being. Therefore, it has been considered an accurate indica-
tor for the perception of life circumstances in adolescents (Pavot & Diener, 2008). 
Indeed, life satisfaction is a good measure of how people evaluate their life in gen-
eral. It can also serve to evaluate a particular moment in the life on an individual or 
for an integrated evaluation in relation to a longer time period (Diener, 2006).

The evidence shows that adolescents tend to report high levels of life satisfac-
tion (González-Carrasco et  al., 2017; Suldo et  al., 2015). A study that involved 
175,470 European and North American adolescents aged 11–16 years from 34 coun-
tries found a mean value of 7.58 (SD = 1.89) of life satisfaction on a 10-point scale 
(Looze et al., 2018). A longitudinal study that covered a 12-year period in five Nor-
dic countries found that 28.6%–44.8% of adolescents reported high levels of life sat-
isfaction. This study also reported a high variability across age groups, specifically 
higher levels of life satisfaction were more prevalent in 11 years-old female adoles-
cents and less prevalent in 15 years-old counterparts (Due et al., 2019). Similarly, a 
Spanish study that included 12–17-year-old adolescents found that girls tended to 
report lower levels of life satisfaction versus boys. This gender difference increased 
with age (Atienza-González et al., 2020). Moreover, a longitudinal North American 
study assessed life satisfaction levels in adolescents and found a sustained downward 
trend due to the actual lifestyle (Twenge et al., 2018).

In contrast to Europe and North America, Latin American studies in life satisfac-
tion of adolescents are scant and a few reports have included countries within the 
region. An international study that reports data from a total of 14 countries included 
data from Brazil and Chile and found that 83% of the variance in children’s life sat-
isfaction was attributable to individual or microsystem factors and only 17% was 
attributable to country-level factors. This study also found that girls reported lower 
life satisfaction levels and a decrease with age (Newland et al., 2018). In Brazil, a 
study by Sarriera et al. (2015) that included 1588 adolescents aged 12–16 found a 
mean of value of 8.09 (SD = 1.84) of life satisfaction on a 10-point scale. In Chile, 
a study that included data from a total of 2938 students aged between 8 and 12 
included in the third wave of the ISCWeB survey found high reported levels of life 
satisfaction in boys and girls these were especially higher regarding their families 
and friends but lower in the school domain (Alfaro et  al., 2021). Also in Chile, a 
study that included 2734 boys and girls aged 8 to 12 found that 70% reported high 
levels of life satisfaction (Oyanedel et al., 2015).
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The evidence suggests that life satisfaction is associated with a wide variety of 
positive psychological outcomes while protecting against the emergence of risk fac-
tors (Proctor et al., 2017). Conversely, low life satisfaction levels in adolescents have 
been associated with the appearance of externalizing and internalizing behaviors, 
risky and problematic behaviors that may affect mental health and development 
(Guzmán et al., 2020). In this regard, studies agree on the importance of interper-
sonal relationships and their influence on life satisfaction, therefore victimization 
could affect satisfaction levels (Martin & Huebner, 2007). Particularly, Varela et al. 
(2017) postulates that life satisfaction can be indirectly affected by school violence 
via an impact on school satisfaction. Likewise, adolescents that perceive greater 
support from their peers are more likely to have high life satisfaction levels versus 
those that report lower perception of peer support (Huang et al., 2015). We have pre-
viously described a relationship between bullying and life satisfaction, however the 
existence of among these variables is yet to be determined.

2  Victims of Bullying and their Levels of Life Satisfaction

Bullying victims are repeatedly exposed to negative actions over time, these actions 
are perpetrated by one or more persons, this definition also involves an imbalance 
between victims and perpetrators (Olweus, 1993). Bullying includes verbal harass-
ment, physical contact (hitting, pushing) or the intentional exclusion of a person 
from a group (Olweus & Limber, 2010). More recently, cyberbullying has emerged 
as novel form of aggression (Varela, Zimmerman, et al., 2018b) with negative con-
sequences for victims.

Bullying is a major public health concern with multiple negative consequences 
for the mental health of adolescents, affecting well-being and life satisfaction levels 
(Moore et al., 2017; Varela, Sánchez, et al., 2021a; Varela, Tezanos, et al., 2021b) 
during childhood and adolescence and even in the adulthood (Brendgen & Poulin, 
2017). Indeed, adolescents that have suffered high levels of victimization have lower 
levels of life satisfaction (Varela, Sánchez, et al., 2021a). Similarly, a Chinese study 
that included data from 3675 adolescents found that bullying or cyberbullying vic-
tims had lower levels of life satisfaction versus those not victimized (Chai et  al., 
2020). Another study in Spain included a total of 647 boys and girls aged 10 to 18 
and found that female adolescent bullying victims were more likely to suffer nega-
tive effects on their life satisfaction versus male, preadolescent or non-victimized 
counterparts (Lázaro-Visa et al., 2019). Likewise, a Peruvian study found that bul-
lying victims that perceived low support from their parents and teachers displayed 
consistently lower levels of life satisfaction versus those that perceived higher sup-
port levels (Miranda et al., 2018).

Given the negative impact of bullying on the mental health of children and 
adolescents, recent studies have sought to define the protective role of individual 
resources against victimization. Zych et al. (2019) found that self-oriented personal 
competences are strong protective factors against victimization. Previously, other 
studies have determined that emotional intelligence (Casas et  al., 2015), pro-soci-
ality (Kowalski et al., 2014), higher self-esteem (Chen et al., 2017; Overbeek et al., 



 J. J. Varela et al.

1 3

2010), resilience (Sapouna & Wolke, 2013), and problem solving abilities (Kowalski 
et al., 2014) also play a protective role against victimization.

Protective factors such as feeling safe not only contribute to adaptive development 
in adolescence (Antamarian et al., 2008) they also play a central positive role in the 
development of children and adolescents through different life domains including 
family, neighborhood and school (Esteban-Cornejo et al., 2016; Lenzi et al., 2017; 
Varela et al., 2020). Within this context, a systematic review demonstrates that the 
perception of safety at school can affect the academic, emotional and social needs of 
students (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). Also, a 20-year prospective study that included 
851 ninth-graders found that feeling unsafe in the neighborhood was associated with 
long-term health deterioration and a poorer quality of life (Assari et al., 2015). As 
pointed, the precise role of feeling safe as protective factor for bullying victims and 
their life satisfaction is still undetermined.

3  Feeling Safe as a Protective Factor of Bullying Behavior

Feeling safe can be viewed as a sense of security in varying situations and contexts 
such as school, neighborhood, or family. This concept is directly related to psycho-
logical security, perception of support and availability of resources at the relation-
ship, social, and material levels (Gilbert et al., 2008). International studies suggest 
that the perception of safety occurs at different levels, associated with the sociocul-
tural diversity and the local context. Therefore, this perception of safety tends to be 
higher in developed countries and lower in developing countries or in countries that 
display high levels of social inequality (Bradshaw et al., 2013; González-Carrasco 
et al., 2019).

The evidence shows that feeling safe has a direct impact on human development, 
especially on children and adolescents, being a key factor for establishing bonds and 
improving the quality of family social and community interactions (Ben-Arieh & 
Shimon, 2014; Robinson & Graham, 2020; Uyan-Semerci et al., 2017). Conversely, 
a lack of safety is related to adverse psychosocial contexts, such as higher rates of 
violence, family neglect, drug use and mental health problems and correlates with 
negative effects on children and adolescents such as stress (Côté-Lussier et  al., 
2015).

International studies have specifically assessed the effects of feeling safe on indi-
cators such as children’s subjective well-being. An Australian study by Tomyn and 
Cummins (2011) demonstrated that feeling safe at school contributes directly to sat-
isfaction with school in a sample of 351 subjects aged 12 to 20. Another study that 
included 14 countries and 12,077 children found a positive correlation between the 
perception of safety at home/school and children’s subjective well-being and, this 
correlation also included playing and feeling safe walking around their neighbor-
hood (Lee & Yoo, 2015). In general, authors agree on the predictive role and the 
positive association between safety and students life satisfaction (Maciuszek et al., 
2019).

In Latin America, a Brazilian study found a positive relationship between the per-
ception of safety and children’s subjective well-being in a sample of 2200 children 
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(Sarriera et al., 2021). Similarly, a Chilean study determined that school safety is a 
significant predictor of school and overall life satisfaction in students (Alfaro et al., 
2016). Furthermore, more recent studies in Chile have confirmed that the perception 
of home and community safety has a direct effect on life satisfaction (Varela et al., 
2020).

Although the correlation between feeling unsafe at school and being a bullying 
victim has been previously reported (Bowser et al., 2018), its precise role on modu-
lating life satisfaction is still uncertain. On the other hand, the reports on this topic 
in the Latin American context are rare. Consequently, the purpose of our study was 
to explore the impact of the perception safety (“feeling safe”) on life satisfaction 
levels in Chilean and Brazilian adolescents and to evaluate its buffering role on bul-
lying victims.

4  Method

4.1  Research Design

This study used data from the Wave Three of the Children’s Worlds Study, an inter-
national comparative survey of children’s lives and well-being, with a cross-sec-
tional design. The survey instrument for the Children’s Worlds Study was translated 
into Spanish and Portuguese. The survey was adapted to the context of each country.

4.2  School System in Chile

Chile’s political constitution guarantees the free access to inclusive, and high-quality 
education. Chilean education model system is divided into four levels: preschool, 
elementary, secondary and superior. Both elementary education, which lasts 8 years, 
and secondary education, which lasts 4 years, are mandatory. According to the Min-
istry of Education (MINEDUC, 2020), which regulates the Chilean education sys-
tem, there are currently a total of 3,906,611 students (11% preschool; 61% elemen-
tary; and 28% secondary education), distributed over a total of 15,919 institutions 
(70% urban; 30% rural) and 249,865 teachers or educators. Educational institutions 
are divided into public (59%), semi-public (35%), private (4%), delegated adminis-
tration corporations (0.5%) and dependent on local services (1.5%). The education 
budget in Chile represents 7.4% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), of which 
1.2% is allocated to Pre-school education with 22% coverage; 3.6% is allocated to 
primary and secondary education, and 2.6% to superior education (MINEDUC, 
2019). In 2017, total public expenditure on primary to tertiary education as a 
percentage of total government spending in Chile was 17%, above the 11% aver-
age across OECD countries (OECD, 2020). On the other hand, Chile has a long 
instructional time in schools. In primary education, the mandatory instruction time 
is 1008 h per year (MINEDUC, 2019), the second longest among OECD member 
countries.
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4.3  School System in Brazil

In Brazil, the Federal Constitution (1988) and the Law of Guidelines and Bases of 
National Education (LDB, 1996), n° 9394 contain the principles that regulate the 
educational system in the States, Cities and the Federal District. The formal struc-
ture of the educational system consists of: a) Basic education – that includes pre-
school (for 0 to 5 years old), primary/initial years (for 6 to 10 years old) and elemen-
tary/ final years (for 11 to 14 years old) and high school education (for 15 to 18 years 
old); and, b) Higher Education. According to data from the last Census of Basic 
Education of the Ministry of Education (MEC) in 2020, enrollment numbers are: 
in kindergartens: 3,651,989; preschools: 5,177,806; First years: 14,790,415; Final 
Years: 11,928,415; High School: 7,550,753. Technical High School: 9,486,847; Ele-
mentary Youth and Adult Education (EJA): 1,750,169; EJA High School: 1,252,580. 
The Fund for Maintenance and Development of Basic Education and Valorization 
of Education Professionals (Fundeb) was established as a permanent instrument for 
financing public education by Constitutional Amendment No. 108, of August 27, 
2020, and is regulated by the Law No. 14,113, of December 25, 2020. The Union’s 
contribution to this new Fundeb will increase from 10% (10 %) to 12% (12 %) in 
2021 until gradually reaching 23% (23 %) in 2026. Basic education ended the year 
with R $ 42.8 billion in investments, which is 10.2% lower than in 2019. Effectively, 
the amount disbursed was R $ 32.5 billion. By law, early childhood schools have a 
mandatory minimum workload of 800 h that are required by the LDB (1996). Like-
wise, elementary and secondary schools must comply with the minimum 800-h 
workload required by law. Additionally, higher education institutions remain obliged 
to fulfill the workload of the curriculum of each course.

5  Chile

5.1  Data Collection

The participants completed self-reported questionnaires during a regular day at 
school. They were given 45 min to complete the questionnaire. Data were collected 
between May and December 2018. This study was approved by the ethics commit-
tee at the Universidad del Desarrollo. Based on this, ethical research protocols were 
met following these guidelines, with an important emphasis on the confidentiality of 
the information produced, informed consent of the participating schools, the partici-
pants themselves and their parents or guardian.

5.2  Sampling

We obtained a sample from the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being 
(ISCWeB) 3rd Wave in Latin America and selected data from Chile and Brazil for 
our analyses. We examined a sample of 1955 adolescents (average age: 11.51 years 
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old; 47.60% female) from 26 urban schools in the two largest Chilean districts. We 
consider for this sample all active schools from those urban areas of the two dis-
tricts based on a list provided by the Ministry of Education of Chile (http:// datos 
abier tos. mined uc. cl/). Next, schools were randomly selected from each urban area 
(Santiago or Concepción), and also a class was randomly selected from each school. 
For schools with >1 class per level, the participation of the class was randomized.

6  Brazil

6.1  Data Collection

The selected schools in Brazil were contacted and, following authorization by the 
Institutional Agreement Term, children were invited to participate in the research, 
after clarifying the objectives and procedures involved. The Informed Consent 
Forms were delivered to take home, and the term was signed by those responsible, 
as well as the Assent Forms to the students who agreed to participate. For the appli-
cation of the questionnaire, a day was defined with the schools coordinators, upon 
return of the terms of consent and assent, being applied collectively, in a room pro-
vided by the schools, with an approximate duration of 45 min. At least two trained 
researchers from the team were present in the application, in order to clarify doubts 
and assist in filling in the data. All ethical procedures foreseen for research with 
human beings were ensured and the research project was approved by the research 
ethics committee.

6.2  Sampling

In Brazil, we examined a sample of 1789 adolescents (mean age: 11.33 years old, 
55.2% female) from 50 public and private schools in five Brazilian states: Rio 
Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, Paraná, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. Schools were 
randomly selected from a list made available by the Department of Education of 
each state and also a class was randomly selected from each school.

6.3  Data Analysis

We used a general linear model (GLM) to compare the differences between boys 
and girls, and countries. Multiple regression analysis was also used for the modera-
tion model of the principal variables. All models met the assumptions of parametric 
analyses, but the main multiple regression analysis did not meet the homoscedastic-
ity assumption. We used the robust method of heteroskedasticity-consistent standard 
error estimator type 4 (HC4, Hayes & Cai, 2007). All analyses were performed in 
the R programming language (R Core Team, 2021) in the RStudio platform.

http://datosabiertos.mineduc.cl/
http://datosabiertos.mineduc.cl/
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7  Measures

7.1  Life Satisfaction

Our dependent variable was Life Satisfaction as a significant dimension of adoles-
cent well-being. Thus, we used a version of Huebner’s (1991) subjective well-being 
measures labeled Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS). The SLSS was based on 
6 items that rate students’ self-satisfaction with their lives, with the aim of evalu-
ating their lives in a general context-free manner (Casas & Rees, 2015; Huebner, 
2004), adapted from Casas and Rees (2015). The SLSS uses a 11-point Likert scale 
(0 = strongly disagree, 10 = very much agree), asking questions about the level 
of agreement with different dimensions of student life satisfaction with their life. 
Examples of items are: “I like my life”, “I have what I want in life”. Higher scores 
indicate greater life satisfaction. For the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the 
measure was = .94.

7.2  Victim

Bullying victimization was measured using three items from the Children’s Worlds 
Study survey that examined the frequency of self-reported aggressions from peers 
in the school during the last month. These items asked adolescents about the fre-
quency of physical (“How often: Hit by other children in your school”), psycho-
logical (“How often: Called unkind names by other children in your school”), and 
relational aggression (“How often: Left out by other children in your class”). The 
items are scored on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = Never; 1 = Once; 2 = 2–3 times; and 
3 = More than 3 times), with higher scores indicating a higher frequency of bullying 
victimization. These items have been used in previous studies forming part of the 
Children’s Worlds Study (Savahl et al., 2019; Varela et al., 2019). For the present 
study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the measure was .62. We also calculated the McDon-
ald’s omega coefficient, resulting .63.

7.3  Feeling Safe

The Feeling Safe measure was our moderator variable. This scale was measured by 
using five items from the Children’s Worlds study survey. Adolescents self-reported 
their levels of feeling safe at home (“I feel safe at home”), in the way to/from school 
(“How safe do you feel on your way to and from school”), at the school (“I feel safe 
at school”), at local areas (“I feel safe when I walk in the area I live in”), and at the 
country (“[Country] is a safe place to live”). Four of the five items were scored on a 
5-point Likert scale (0 = I do not agree to 4 = Totally agree). One item, “How safe do 
you feel on your way to and from school” was scored on a 4-point scale (0 = Not at 
all safe to 3 = Very safe). For the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the measure 
was .68, and McDonald’s omega was .69.
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7.4  Demographic Variables

We used self-reported age as a continuous variable, and gender as a control vari-
able dummy coded (1 = boy; 2 = girl). We also used the country as a variable as 
dummy (1 = Brazil; 2 = Chile), for some analyses.

8  Results

8.1  Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics were initially obtained for the entire sample and then sepa-
rately analyzed by country and gender. In the total sample, the mean Life Sat-
isfaction value was 8.44 (SD = 2.24), the Victim scale reported a mean of 0.71 
(SD = 0.77) and mean Safety was 2.74 (SD = 0.75). Descriptive statistics by coun-
try and gender are summarized in Table 1.

We also performed a product moment Pearson’s correlation, for each coun-
try, among age, life satisfaction, victim and safety. Our analyses found that age 
is negatively correlated with life satisfaction and safety. In contrast, we did not 
find a correlation between age and victim score in both countries analyzed. As 
expected, we found a negative correlation between Life satisfaction and victim 
score, and a strong positive correlation between Life satisfaction and safety in 
both countries. Finally, safety shows a negative correlation with victim score in 
both countries (see Table 2).

Table 1  Descriptive Statistics 
by Gender and Country

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, two-tailed

Boys Girls t

M SD M SD

Chile
   Life satisfaction 8.76 1.83 8.37 2.41 3.87***
   Victim 0.65 0.75 0.57 0.68 2.37*
   Safety 2.99 0.65 2.95 0.7 1.30

Brasil
   Life satisfaction 8.63 1.99 8.06 2.49 5.11***
   Victim 0.77 0.76 0.84 0.82 −1.64
   Safety 2.58 0.72 2.47 0.77 2.83**

Brazil Chile
   Life satisfaction 8.30 2.31 8.56 2.16 −3.43***
   Victim 0.81 0.80 0.61 0.72 7.56***
   Safety 2.52 0.76 2.98 0.68 −17.48***
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8.2  General Linear Model (GML) Taking Gender and Country as Predictors

In the first model Life Satisfaction was defined as the outcome showing non-
significant effects on the interaction term, and country, but a significant effect 
on gender (B = −0.58, t = −5.16, p < .001) showing lower reported levels of life 
satisfaction in female adolescents versus males. This model explains 1.4% of the 
variance (F[3, 336] = 17.52, p < .001). In the second model the safety score was 
defined as the outcome, showing a non-significant interaction effect, but a signifi-
cant main effect for country (B = 0.41, t = 10.82, p < .001) and gender (B = −0.11, 
t = −2.95, p = .003) showing that Chilean adolescents report higher safety levels 
compared to Brazilian adolescents; also females report lower safety versus males. 
The second model explains 9.3% of the variance (F[3, 2906] = 100.8, p < .001). 
The third model was defined with the victim scale as the outcome, showing a 
significant interaction effect for gender × country (B = −0.15, t = −2.79, p = .005). 
This last model explains the 1.8% of the variance (F[3, 3243] = 21.06, p < .001). 
The follow up comparisons show a non-significant effect of gender for Bra-
zil, showing no significant male/female differences on the victim scale (F[1, 
3243] = 2.94, p = .086). In contrast, Chile shows a significant effect of gender, 
showing that females report less victim scores than males (F[1, 3243] = 4.97, 
p = .025) (see Table 3).

8.3  Moderation Analysis for Life Satisfaction as Outcome Variable

We performed a multiple regression with moderation, using life satisfaction as the 
outcome, victim as predictor and safety as moderator. The interaction term was sta-
tistically significant, showing that victim and safety together were predictors life sat-
isfaction (B = 0.38, t = 5.34, p < .001). This model explains the 35.6% of the total 
variance (F[1, 2532] = 469.3, p < .001) (see Table 4). A simple slope analysis shows 
that adolescents that report high victim scores and low safety (−1 SD from de mean) 
will have lower life satisfaction (B = −0.58, t = −10.34, p < .001). Accordingly, ado-
lescents that report high victim scores and a mean score of safety will have lower 
life satisfaction (B = −0.30, t = −6.10, p < .001). However, adolescents that report 
high victim and high safety scores (+1 SD from de mean) also report high life satis-
faction (B = −0.01, t = −0.18, p = .86) (see Fig. 1).

Table 2  Correlations Among 
Study Variables

Coefficients below the diagonal correspond to Chile. Coefficients 
above the diagonal correspond to Brazil; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** 
p < .001

1 2 3 4

1. Age – −.27*** .06 −.23***
2. Life satisfaction −.19*** – −.31*** .54***
3. Victim .02 −.28*** – −.27***
4.Safety −.22*** .59*** −.32*** –
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8.4  Moderation Analysis for Life Satisfaction as Outcome Variable for Chile

Next, we divided the entire sample by country to analyze the moderation. In the 
Chilean sample the interaction effect was statistically significant (B = 0.27, t = 2.25, 
p = .025). This model explained 38.3% of the variance (F[3, 1238] = 258.4, p < .001) 
(see Table 5). The simple slope analysis indicates the same as in the entire sample. 
Adolescents with high victim score and high safety will report high life satisfac-
tion (B = −0.02, t = −0.18, p = .86). As shown in the entire sample, adolescents with 
high victim and low (B = −0.38, t = −4.88, p < .001) or average safety (B = −0.20, 
t = −2.93, p < .001) will report lower life satisfaction (see Fig. 2a).

Table 3  GLM with gender and 
country as predictors

B = Unstandardized Parameter, SE = Standard Error, CI = Confidence 
Interval, LL = Lower Limit, UL = Upper Limit, * p < .001

B SE t p R2

Life satisfaction .014*
   Intercept 8.63 0.08 103.66 < .001
   Gender:Girl −0.58 0.11 −5.16 < .001
   Country:Chile 0.13 0.11 1.17 −243
   Genger×Country 0.18 0.15 1.20 .229

Safety .093*
   Intercept 2.58 0.03 93.04 < .001
   Gender:Girl −0.11 0.04 −2.95 .003
   Country:Chile 0.41 0.04 10.82 < .001
   Genger×Country 0.06 0.05 1.20 .231

Victim .018*
   Intercept 0.71 0.01 53.14 < .001
   Gender:Girl −0.01 0.03 −0.36 .716
   Country:Chile −0.20 0.03 −7.37 < .001
   Genger×Country −0.15 0.05 −2.79 .005

Table 4  GLM taking Life Satisfaction as Outcome

B = Unstandardized Parameter, SE = Standard Error, CI = Confidence Interval, LL = Lower Limit, 
UL = Upper Limit, * p < .001

B SE B 95% CI t p R2

LL UL

Intercept 5.60 0.28 5.04 6.16 19.82 < .001 .356*
Victim −1.35 0.22 −1.77 −0.92 −6.17 < .001
Safety 1.18 0.09 1.01 1.35 13.53 < .001
Victim × Safety 0.38 0.07 0.24 0.52 5.34 < .001
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8.5  Moderation Analysis for Life Satisfaction as Outcome Variable for Brazil

As occurred with the Chilean sample, the interaction effect for Brazil was statis-
tically significant (B = 0.44, t = 4.57, p < .001). This model explained 33.7% of 
the variance (F[3, 1290] = 219.8, p < .001) (see Table 5). The simple slope analy-
sis indicates the same results as in the entire sample. Adolescents with high vic-
tim scores and high safety will report high life satisfaction (B = −0.09, t = −0.10, 
p = .38). As shown in the entire sample, adolescents with high victim and low 
(B = −0.74, t = −8.98, p < .001) or average safety (B = −0.41, t = −5.98, p < .001) 
will report lower life satisfaction (see Fig. 2b).

Moderation Plot for the Total Sample
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Fig. 1  Moderation Plot for the Total Sample. Note. Low Safety = −1 Standard Deviation, High 
Safety = +1 Standard Deviation

Table 5  GLM taking Life satisfaction as Outcome by Country

B = Unstandardized Parameter, SE = Standard Error, CI = Confidence Interval, LL = Lower Limit, 
UL = Upper Limit, * p < .001

B SE B 95% CI t p R2

LL UL

Chile .383*
   Intercept 4.63 0.46 3.72 5.53 10.01 < .001
   Victim −0.99 0.38 −1.75 −0.24 −2.59 .010
   Safety 1.45 0.14 1.18 1.72 10.59 < .001
   Victim × Safety 0.27 0.12 0.03 0.50 2.25 .025

Brazil .337*
   Intercept 6.00 0.38 5.25 6.74 15.78 < .001
   Victim −1.52 0.27 −2.06 −0.98 −5.53 < .001
   Safety 1.09 0.13 0.84 1.34 8.64 < .001
   Victim × Safety 0.44 0.10 0.25 0.62 4.57 < .001
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9  Discussion

Our findings suggest that feeling safe is a protective factor for life satisfaction on 
adolescent victims of bullying. Despite the evident cultural differences these results 
confirm our hypothesis in Chilean and Brazilian adolescents and therefore they 
could contribute to prevention programs, especially for school practitioners.

As expected, and in line with previous studies (Looze et  al., 2018; Oyanedel 
et  al., 2015; Sarriera et  al., 2015) our results confirm high life satisfaction levels 
among adolescents (M = 8.44; SD = 2.24). However, we observed a marked nega-
tive relationship between life satisfaction levels and age. An association previously 
described by González-Carrasco et al. (2017) that reported a decline in the levels of 
adolescents’ well-being between the ages of 11 and 12. More recently, a study that 
included 48,040 adolescents from 15 countries described the same phenomenon, 
reporting a decline that started at the age of 10 (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2019). 
In terms of gender, our study found lower levels of life satisfaction among female 
adolescents versus males. Interestingly, the evidence in the literature regarding this 
matter is rather inconsistent. A recent meta-analysis found that life satisfaction levels 
were unaffected by gender, however authors report a non-significant trend in favor of 
males (Chen et al., 2020). In turn, a study by Esteban-Gonzalo et al. (2020) included 
a total of 1407 children and adolescents and concluded that gender differences in life 
satisfaction are manifested in adolescents but not in children and suggest these start 
by the age of 12.

Also in line with previous studies, we found a negative and significant correlation 
between life satisfaction and being a bullying victim (Varela, Guzmán, et al., 2018a; 
Varela, Tezanos, et  al., 2021b). Interestingly, this relationship was unaffected by 
gender in Brazilian adolescents. In contrast, we observed significant gender differ-
ences in Chilean adolescents, where females reported lower levels of victimization. 
Although several studies suggest that boys are more likely to be victims of bully-
ing, especially in terms of physical aggression (Iossi et al., 2013; Stubs-Richardson 

Moderation Plot for Life Satisfaction by Country
a b

Fig. 2  Moderation Plot for Life Satisfaction by Country. Note. Figure 2a represents the moderating effect 
of feel safety on the relationship between victimization and life satisfaction in Chile. Figure 2a presents 
the moderating effect of feel safety on the relationship between victimization and life satisfaction in Bra-
zil. SD = Standard Deviation
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et  al., 2017), the evidence in this regard is still inconsistent. While some studies 
demonstrate that females are more likely to be bullied, others show no differences 
in terms of gender (Jiménez, 2019; Lázaro-Visa et al., 2019). In view of the above 
mentioned differences observed between Chile and Brazil and the supporting litera-
ture in this topic, it seems evident that future studies should examine these differ-
ences and design novel strategies aiming to understand the variables behind them. 
Moreover, bullying is a systemic phenomenon and as such preventive/intervention 
programs should focus on improving the school climate by committing the entire 
school system (Olweus & Limber, 2019).

Unlike the association between life satisfaction and bullying that displayed differ-
ences between Brazilian and Chilean adolescents, the perception of safety was con-
sistently higher among male adolescents in both countries. This is an observation 
previously reported by international studies (Bowser et al., 2018; Lee & Yoo, 2015). 
Our results demonstrate that safety levels were higher in Chilean students versus 
Brazilian counterparts, a difference that may be related to sociocultural variables 
and the Brazilian context that involves a higher perception of crime and violence 
that expands even into domestic violence (Fernandes et  al., 2020; Sarriera et  al., 
2021). Consistent with the current national and international literature, feeling safe 
was negatively correlated with the victim score, but positively associated with life 
satisfaction, confirming the protective role of safety against victimization, and its 
promoting role on well-being and life satisfaction (Varela et al., 2020).

Our analyses on the mediating role of feeling safe on victimization found that life 
satisfaction levels remained high when safety levels were high even in the presence 
of high victimization levels, proving its protective role in both Brazilian or Chil-
ean adolescents. To our knowledge, this is the first Latin American report on the 
protective role of safety under these circumstances and encourage the active pro-
motion of individual, family, school and community safety as protective factors of 
children’s well-being and mental health (González-Carrasco et al., 2019; Maciuszek 
et al., 2019). These findings are further supported by similar international and Latin 
American reports that highlight the role of safety in promoting children’s physical 
and mental health (Côté-Lussier et al., 2015; Robinson & Graham, 2020), subjective 
well-being and life satisfaction (Sarriera et al., 2021).

The results of our study have profound implications for Latin American ado-
lescents especially for their social and school contexts. While research has postu-
lated that the feeling of security in adolescents can be determined by biological 
or individual factors, both ecological and social determinants have an outstand-
ing influence, particularly during the adolescence (Ben-Arieh & Shimon, 2014; 
Craggs & Kelly, 2018). Indeed, Allen and Kern (2017) propose that peers in the 
school context can be a great source of connection and support, however they 
can become risk factors in cases of bullying and victimization, and thereby detri-
mental for safety, ultimately affecting adolescents’ own identity. The same study 
points out that peer relationships and the sense of belonging to the school are 
closely related to the feeling of safety in the school context. Accordingly, Saewyc 
and Tonkin (2008) report that the sense of school safety has a predictive value for 
adolescents’ sense of belonging to their school and positively influence self-rated 
physical health. Both factors are positively associated with well-being and mental 



1 3

Life Satisfaction, Bullying, and Feeling Safe as a Protective…

health. Furthermore, the authors report that feeling safe at school is a protec-
tive factor against risky behaviors such as suicide attempts, early onset of sexual 
activity, substance use, involvement in fights, and carrying weapons in school. 
At the same time, it favors the pursuit of goals after school and improves aca-
demic performance. This poses a challenge for schools, where school community 
policies and norms should promote the feeling of safety its members. Moreover, 
in particular cases when individual or biological factors put adolescents at risk, 
the school must constitute a safe space that acts as a protective factor against 
adversity.

9.1  Limitations

Our study has some limitations that should be noted. First, while both Chile and 
Brazil participated in the Children’s World Project, sampling procedures were differ-
ent. Hence, the results and particularly the comparisons between these populations 
should be interpreted with caution, despite the proper validation of measurements 
in each country. A second limitation is the transversal design of the study that may 
limit the data analysis and the trajectories of victimization, safety feelings, and life 
satisfaction. Despite this, the model fits the collected data, providing solid results on 
the role of safety. Third, we used the measures and items provided by the Children’s 
World Project, which include international measures for comparison. However, in 
this case two of our measures had lower levels of internal consistency. Future studies 
should developed measures in the context of the project this may facilitate interna-
tional collaboration and cross-cultural research studies. Nevertheless, the use of sim-
ilar measures across countries is a positive aspect of the Children’s World Project 
which allows international comparisons. In summary, our study not only confirms 
the importance of feeling safe for South American adolescents but also demonstrates 
its protective role against bullying, maintaining life satisfaction levels.
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