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CHAPTER 1

An Overview of School Bullying
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“For two years, Johnny, a quiet 13-year-old, was a human plaything for some 
of his classmates. The teenagers badgered Johnny for money,… beat him up in 
the rest room and tied a string around his neck, leading him around as a ‘pet’. 
When Johnny’s torturers were interrogated about the bullying, they said they 
pursued their victim because it was fun” (Olweus, 1995, p. 196 drawing from a 
newspaper clipping).
“In conclusion, there is no conclusion to what children who are bullied live 
with. They take it home with them at night. It lives inside them and eats away 
at them. It never ends. So neither should our struggle to end it” (Sarah, age 16, 
sharing her reflections on the bullying she has endured, Hymel & Swearer, 2015, 
p. 296).

Experiences of peer maltreatment like those depicted in the opening 
vignettes are far too common an occurrence in schools worldwide. Being 
bullied can be tremendously painful, and victimization has been associ-
ated with a myriad of adjustment problems (McDougall & Vaillancourt, 
2015). Not only do victimized youth suffer, but aggressive youth are 
also at increased risk for maladjustment (Coyne, Nelson, & Underwood, 
2011). Fortunately, bullying has become an issue of growing concern for 
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educators as there is increasing awareness that bullying has the potential to 
negatively impact all members of the school community.

The overarching theme of this book is that the multiple perspectives of 
key school staff (i.e., teachers, principals, school resource officers, school 
psychologists/counselors, nurses, and coaches) and students can provide 
a more complete understanding of bullying, which can in turn lead to 
the development of more effective prevention and intervention programs. 
This introductory chapter sets the stage by defining bullying, discuss-
ing prevalence rates, reviewing the research on gender and bullying, and 
identifying risk factors for bullying involvement. The association between 
bullying and well-being is also examined with attention to the physical 
health, mental health, and school outcomes that have been identified in 
the literature.

Definition anD forms of Bullying

Bullying can be defined as “a specific type of aggression in which (1) the 
behavior is intended to harm or disturb, (2) the behavior occurs repeat-
edly over time, and (3) there is an imbalance of power, with a more pow-
erful person or group attacking a less powerful one” (Nansel et al., 2001, 
p. 2094). This widely agreed upon definition stems from the pioneering 
work of Dr. Daniel Olweus (1993) who identified intentionality, repeti-
tive nature, and imbalance of power as three key features that differen-
tiate bullying from other forms of aggression. These defining features 
of bullying are also evident in the definitions of bullying put forth by 
the American Psychological Association and the National Association of 
School Psychologists (Hymel & Swearer, 2015).

Recently, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
organized a panel to develop a uniform definition of bullying. This ini-
tiative stemmed from recognition of the importance of researchers and 
policymakers adopting a uniform definition of bullying to better under-
stand prevalence rates and trends over time. The development of a uni-
form definition was also believed to be critical for guiding prevention and 
intervention efforts. The uniform definition outlined by the CDC panel 
described bullying as “any unwanted aggressive behavior(s) by another 
youth or group of youths who are not siblings or current dating partners 
that involves an observed or perceived power imbalance and is repeated 
multiple times or is highly likely to be repeated. Bullying may inflict harm 
or distress on the targeted youth including physical, psychological, social, 
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or educational harm” (Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, Hamburger, & Lumpkin, 
2014, p. 7). This definition drew upon the three essential characteristics 
of bullying described in Olweus’ earlier and frequently cited work but 
made several, important distinctions between bullying and other forms of 
violence. First, the CDC definition distinguishes bullying from child mal-
treatment by noting that the behavior must occur between peers and does 
not include adult aggression directed toward children. Further, the CDC 
definition differentiates bullying from sibling violence by noting that the 
term bullying is not appropriate to describe conflict between siblings. An 
additional important distinction in the CDC definition is highlighting a 
separation between bullying and teen dating violence/intimate partner 
violence.

The definitions outlined above indicate that bullying behaviors are 
intended to inflict harm, but these definitions do not indicate specific 
types of behaviors in order to acknowledge that there are many different 
forms of bullying (Gladden et al., 2014). The most commonly identified 
forms of bullying are physical bullying, verbal bullying, property dam-
age, social bullying, and cyber bullying. Physical bullying refers to use of 
force by the bully/bullies and includes behaviors such as hitting, kick-
ing, or punching the victim. Verbal bullying refers to disdainful oral or 
written communication directed toward the victim and includes taunt-
ing, name-calling, and sending mean notes. Property damage refers to 
the bully/bullies taking or destroying the victim’s possessions (Gladden 
et al., 2014).

Social bullying is aimed at harming another’s social status or relation-
ships (Underwood, 2003). Common examples of socially aggressive 
behavior include social exclusion, malicious gossip, and friendship manip-
ulation. Relational bullying and indirect bullying are terms that have been 
used to refer to similar constructs. Of all the terms put forth, social bully-
ing is the broadest by acknowledging aggressive behaviors that are verbal 
as well as nonverbal and direct as well as indirect in nature (Underwood, 
2003).

Bullying others through electronic channels is a relatively new phe-
nomenon, and many terms have been used to refer to this type of behav-
ior including cyber bullying, electronic bullying, online harassment, 
Internet bullying, and online social cruelty (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). 
The term cyber bullying is becoming widely adopted and has been 
defined as “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the use of com-
puters, cell phones, and other electronic devices” (Hinduja & Patchin, 
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2009, p. 5). Researchers and educators are beginning to pay a great deal 
of attention to this type of behavior given the proliferation of mobile 
devices, which means cyber attacks can be shared with a large audience 
in a matter of minutes. Cyber bullying is also distinct from other forms 
of bullying in that victims may experience cyber bullying 24 hours a day, 
regardless of where they are. Thus, cyber bullying has the potential to 
be omnipresent, which may lead to increased feelings of vulnerability 
among victims. Cyber bullies may feel less inhibited than traditional bul-
lies given that they can potentially remain anonymous through the use 
of pseudonyms and do not have face-to-face contact with their victims 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2009).

Prevalence of Bullying anD victimization

Nansel et al. (2001) conducted one of the most widely cited investiga-
tions into the prevalence of bullying behavior among U.S. youth. They 
drew upon a nationally representative sample of 15,686 students and 
focused on those reporting moderate or frequent involvement in bullying. 
Approximately 30% of students reported moderate to frequent involve-
ment in bullying with 13% identified as bullies, 11% identified as vic-
tims, and 6% identified as bullies/victims. Males reported more frequent 
involvement in bullying than girls both as perpetrators and as victims; 
however, this is a more complex issue to which we return in the next sec-
tion on gender and bullying.

Although the findings of Nansel and colleagues are frequently cited, 
it is important to note that there is wide variability in reported preva-
lence rates of bullying (Hymel & Swearer, 2015). Estimates of preva-
lence for bullying perpetration have ranged from 10% to 90% of youth, 
and estimates of prevalence for bullying victimization have ranged from 
9% to 98% of youth (Modecki, Minchin, Harbaugh, Guerra, & Runions, 
2014). There are a number of reasons that have been posed to explain 
this substantial variability in prevalence rates. Many suggest that these 
differences are likely a function of using different measurement tools 
(e.g., Hymel & Swearer, 2015; Modecki et al., 2014). Bullying victim-
ization and perpetration have been assessed using parent, teacher, and 
peer reports as well as observational assessments; however, self-report 
remains the most common way to assess bullying involvement. Each 
reporter (e.g., teacher or student) provides a unique perspective, and 
thus there is often low to moderate correspondence between raters 
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(Leff, Kupersmidt, Patterson, & Power, 1999). Important differences 
in measurement tools exist even when limiting focus to self-reports of 
bullying involvement; for example, some measures require participants 
to indicate whether they carried out or experienced specific forms of 
bullying behaviors (e.g., have you hit or shoved other kids, has anyone 
tried to turn people against you for revenge or exclusion; Rosen, Beron, 
& Underwood, 2013), whereas other measures ask participants the 
extent to which they have bullied others and have been bullied by 
others without differentiating forms of bullying behaviors. Sampling 
issues may also contribute to this variability with many researchers rely-
ing on community samples that are convenience-based and may dif-
fer in important ways such as gender composition (Hymel & Swearer, 
2015; Modecki et al., 2014).

Given this wide variability, Modecki et al. (2014) conducted a meta- 
analysis to further examine bullying prevalence. This meta-analysis 
included 80 studies and examined traditional as well as cyber bullying. 
Drawing across the 80 studies, Modecki and colleagues found the mean 
prevalence rate of traditional bullying perpetration to be 35% and the 
mean prevalence rate of traditional bullying victimization to be 36%. The 
mean prevalence rates of cyber bullying perpetration and cyber victim-
ization were considerably lower at 16% and 15%, respectively. Pulling 
across these 80 studies, there was a moderately strong degree of overlap 
between perpetration of traditional bullying and cyber bullying and vic-
timization by traditional bullying and cyber bullying (mean correlations 
of 0.47 and 0.40, respectively). These results suggest that there is great 
similarity in youth’s behavior and vulnerability across online and offline 
settings. Interestingly, 33% of cyber victims believed the perpetrator was 
someone they considered to be a friend, and 28% believed the perpetrator 
was someone from school (Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2015). Based on these 
findings, it would appear that what happens in school spills over to cyber 
space and vice versa.

We now turn our attention to how bullying prevalence rates differ 
based on culture, grade level, and disability status. Researchers examin-
ing bullying prevalence rates across countries have found notable vari-
ability (Due et al., 2005); of the countries examined, the lowest levels 
of bullying were reported in Sweden with 5.1% of girls and 6.3% of boys 
reporting being bullied, and the highest levels of bullying were reported 
in Lithuania with 38.2% of girls and 41.4% of boys reporting being bul-
lied. This variability in prevalence rates may be due to cultural differ-

AN OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL BULLYING 



6 

ences in willingness to report bullying. Researchers and policymakers 
also ascribe this variability in prevalence rates to differing legislation; 
some countries like Sweden have strong laws in place to protect children 
in the school environment from bullying. Further analysis suggests that 
bullying may be more common in countries characterized by significant 
income inequality as this may lead to decreased sense of community and 
greater class competition (Elgar, Craig, Boyce, Morgan, &Vella-Zarb, 
2009).

In addition, bullying prevalence rates may vary as a function of grade 
level. Bullying is believed to reach its peak in sixth grade (around 11 
years of age) and then decrease. A report from the National Center for 
Education Statistics indicated that 24% of sixth graders reported being 
bullied, whereas only 7% of twelfth graders reported being bullied (DeVoe 
& Kaffenberger, 2005). The transition to middle school, which usually 
occurs at sixth grade, may be especially challenging. As students enter 
middle school, they may resort to bullying in an attempt to gain domi-
nance in the social hierarchy; however, bullying may decrease over time as 
dominance hierarchies become more established. An alternative explana-
tion is that older students may bully younger students, and there are fewer 
potential older bullies at higher grade levels.

Important differences in prevalence of bullying also exist between 
students in general and special education. Rose, Espelage, and Monda-
Adams (2009) found the rate of bullying perpetration to be 10% for 
students without disabilities, 16% for students with disabilities in inclu-
sive settings, and 21% for students with disabilities in self-contained 
settings. Similar differences were found for victimization with the rate 
of 12% for students without disabilities, 19% for students with disabili-
ties in inclusive settings, and 22% for students with disabilities in self-
contained settings. Bullying of students with a disability often takes the 
form of name-calling or mimicking aspects of the disability (Swearer, 
Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010). Students with disabilities may 
be at increased risk for involvement in bullying as a result of limited 
social and communication skills (Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015). Those 
students with disabilities who are in an inclusive classroom setting may 
be less at risk as they may be more likely to develop their social skills by 
learning from their classmates without disabilities. Additionally, students 
with disabilities in inclusive settings may be more accepted and less likely 
to be subject to stereotypes than those in self-contained settings (Rose 
et al., 2009).
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genDer anD Bullying

Boys are often believed to be involved in bullying at higher rates than 
girls as both perpetrators and victims (Underwood & Rosen, 2011). As 
outlined in the previous section, Nansel et al. (2001) drew upon a large, 
nationally representative sample of U.S. youth and found that boys were 
more likely to report being both victims and perpetrators. Participants 
in this study were provided with a definition of bullying that did not dif-
ferentiate between subtypes of bullying (i.e., “We say a student is BEING 
BULLIED when another student, or a group of students, say or do nasty 
and unpleasant things to him or her. It is also bullying when a student is 
teased repeatedly in a way he or she doesn’t like”, p. 2095) and were then 
asked to indicate whether they had bullied others or had been bullied 
by others. Many studies utilize similar measures that fail to differentiate 
between physical and social forms of bullying, and this may explain why 
boys are found to be both bullies and victims at higher rates than girls 
(Underwood & Rosen, 2011).

Gender differences seem to be contingent on the type of bullying 
examined. Boys are more physically aggressive than girls, and this appears 
to be a robust finding that is supported by a recent meta-analysis (Card, 
Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). A number of reasons have been put 
forth to explain boys’ greater physical aggression including their typically 
stronger physique than girls. Parental socialization may also be an impor-
tant contributor as parents may deem it more acceptable for boys to use 
physical aggression as they see them as more tough and dominant than 
girls (Rosen & Rubin, 2016).

Stereotypically girls and women are thought to be more socially aggres-
sive than are boys and men. This is commonly reflected in media portray-
als such as the film “Mean Girls” (Rosen & Rubin, 2015). The propensity 
to view social aggression as the realm of girls and women has been termed 
gender oversimplification of aggression (Swearer, 2008) and is evident as 
early as the preschool years. Giles and Heyman (2005) presented children 
with examples of socially aggressive behavior such as “I know a kid who 
told someone, ‘You can’t be my friend’ just to be mean to them” (p. 112). 
When asked to guess the gender of the perpetrator, both preschoolers 
and elementary school-aged children tended to infer that the socially 
aggressive character had been a girl. However, not all research has been 
consistent with this commonly held belief that females are more socially 
aggressive; although some studies have found girls are higher on social 
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aggression, other studies have found no gender differences or even that 
boys are higher on social aggression (Rosen & Rubin, 2016). Drawing 
across 148 studies, Card et al. (2008) meta-analysis found girls were sig-
nificantly higher on social aggression than were boys; however, this differ-
ence was so small that these researchers deemed it trivial.

Researchers have turned to examine gender differences in cyber bully-
ing. Although cyber bullying behavior can be direct or indirect in nature 
(Chibbaro, 2007), many forms of cyber bullying resemble social aggres-
sion (e.g., spreading rumors online, posting content to embarrass a peer). 
Similar to investigations of social aggression, findings from research exam-
ining gender differences in cyber bullying have been mixed (Berkman 
Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University, 2008; Hertz & 
David-Ferdon, 2008; Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2008). Some stud-
ies have found that boys are involved in cyber bullying at higher rates 
than girls (Finkelhor, Mitchell, & Wolak, 2000; Mitchell, Finkelhor, & 
Wolak, 2003). However, the majority of the research suggests that girls 
are involved in cyber bullying at equivalent or greater rates than are boys 
(Hertz & David-Ferdon, 2008; Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 
2008; Lenhart, Madden, Macgill, & Smith, 2007; Williams & Guerra, 
2007). Researchers are starting to note that girls and boys may engage in 
different types of cyber bullying behaviors (Underwood & Rosen, 2011). 
Boys’ online social cruelty may be more likely to take the form of calling 
others mean names online or hacking into another’s system. For girls, 
electronic aggression may be more likely to take the form of spreading 
rumors online.

Moving beyond mean differences in the rates of different forms of bul-
lying, it is important to consider whether girls and boys play different roles 
in the bullying process. In the school setting, bullying is often a group 
process, in which students take different roles (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, 
Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). Boys are more likely to take 
the role of assistant than are girls, joining in on the bullying behavior in a 
role subordinate to the bully (e.g., may hold the victim). Likewise, boys 
are also more likely to serve as reinforcers, encouraging the bully through 
verbal comments or laughter. Conversely, girls are more likely to serve as 
defenders than are boys, supporting the victim and trying to intervene to 
stop the bullying. In addition to being defenders, girls are more likely than 
boys to take the role of outsider, remaining uninvolved and possibly trying 
to ignore the situation.
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risk factors for Bullying involvement

Given that negative adjustment outcomes accrue for both bullies and vic-
tims, a great deal of research has attempted to identify risk factors for 
bullying involvement. Being aware of this literature may help teachers and 
other school officials identify those who are at risk for bullying perpe-
tration and victimization. There is low to moderate agreement between 
peer and teacher reports of bullying perpetration and victimization (Leff 
et al., 1999), and teachers and other school officials may fail to identify 
those students involved with bullying who do not pose immediate behav-
ior management difficulties or fail to fit their preconceived notions of the 
typical bully or victim. Although we review the most commonly identified 
risk factors, it is important to realize that bullies and victims can display 
diverse profiles, and teachers and other school officials may overlook at- 
risk students who do not match commonly held stereotypes of the bully 
or victim (Rosen, Scott, & DeOrnellas, 2016).

There are a number of family factors that have been associated 
with aggressive behavior (Coyne et  al., 2011; Griffin & Gross, 2004; 
Underwood, 2011). Being subject to harsh child rearing and disciplin-
ary techniques coupled with little parental warmth may place youth at 
risk for aggressive behavior (Griffin & Gross, 2004). Researchers have 
hypothesized that parental hostility may be associated with lower child 
self- regulatory behaviors or that social modeling is occurring as children 
learn by observing how their parents treat them as well as others (Coyne 
et al., 2011). Interestingly, permissive parenting, which is characterized by 
high parental warmth and low parental demands and control, has also been 
identified as a risk factor for aggressive behavior (Underwood, 2011).

In addition to family factors, peer and media influences may place chil-
dren at risk for aggressive behavior (Underwood, 2011). As there could 
be tendencies to associate with similar peers and nonaggressive peers 
may avoid them, aggressive children often affiliate with aggressive peers. 
Affiliation with deviant peers has been associated with greater antisocial 
behavior (Underwood, 2011). Just as association with violent peers is a 
risk factor, so too is consumption of violent media. Viewing violent televi-
sion programs and films predicts both concurrent and future aggressive 
behavior (Coyne et al., 2011; Huesmann, Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron, 
2003). Similar to social modeling that may take place within families, 
observational learning may occur with violent shows and movies, and chil-
dren may imitate the behaviors displayed in the media they watch. Further, 
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listening to songs with violent lyrics or playing violent video games may be 
associated with aggressive thoughts and behaviors (Anderson, Carnagey, 
& Eubanks, 2003; Anderson & Dill, 2000).

Although a number of external influences have been discussed, there 
are also temperamental and psychological risk factors for aggression. 
Bullies may be impulsive and lack self-regulatory skills (Carrera, DePalma, 
& Lameiras, 2011; Griffin & Gross, 2004). Further, bullies may display 
a lack of guilt or empathy (Carrera et al., 2011; Griffin & Gross, 2004). 
Researchers have suggested that bullies may have low self-esteem, but this 
association is supported by only some studies (Griffin & Gross, 2004).

Bullies are often believed to lack social skills; however, some children 
use aggression to gain social status (Coyne et al., 2011; Hymel & Swearer, 
2015). Some aggressive children may possess peer-valued characteris-
tics (e.g., attractiveness, humor) that moderate the association between 
aggression and popularity. Although these youth may be disliked by peers, 
they may still be seen as popular. Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker 
(2006) proposed four categories of students: popular-aggressive, popular- 
nonaggressive, nonpopular-aggressive, and nonpopular-nonaggresive. 
Popular-aggressive students may go undetected as teachers and other 
school officials overlook them (Hymel & Swearer, 2015).

Just as a number of risk factors have been identified for bullying per-
petration, there are many factors believed to put youth at risk for victim-
ization. Some victims may be viewed as passive and display submissive 
behavior and low self-esteem (Griffin & Gross, 2004; Schwartz, Dodge, 
& Coie, 1993). Conversely, some victims may be considered provoca-
tive as aggressive behavior is also a risk factor for victimization (Griffin & 
Gross, 2004; Hanish& Guerra, 2000).

A number of temperamental and social risk factors have been iden-
tified for victimization. Those youth who are victimized may be highly 
sensitive and lack regulatory skills, which in turn is associated with easily 
displaying their emotions (Carrera et  al., 2011; Herts, McLaughlin, & 
Hatzenbuehler, 2012). In addition, victims are often socially isolated; they 
may lack strong friendships (Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997) and may 
have low-quality relationships with their parents (Beran & Violato, 2004).

Furthermore, appearance-based risk factors for victimization have been 
identified. Youth who are physically weak may be at increased risk for 
victimization (Hodges & Perry, 1999). Children and adolescents who are 
overweight are more likely to be victimized than their counterparts who 
are of average weight (Neumark-Sztainer, Story, & Faibisch, 1998). Low 
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ratings of facial attractiveness have also been associated with increased vic-
timization (Rosen, Underwood, & Beron, 2011). However, the findings 
have been mixed as to whether craniofacial anomalies are a risk factor for 
victimization (Carroll & Shute, 2005; Shavel-Jessop, Shearer, McDowell, 
& Hearst, 2012).

associations with aDjustment

Both bullying perpetration and victimization are associated with myriad 
forms of adjustment difficulties (Sigurdson, Wallander, & Sund, 2014). 
Children who are aggressive may have early difficulties regulating their 
emotions. These youth may be at risk for developing later adjustment prob-
lems that are associated with deficits in regulatory abilities (Underwood, 
Beron, & Rosen, 2011).

Aggressive behavior has been associated with internalizing problems 
as well as other forms of externalizing problems (Coyne et  al., 2011; 
Underwood et al., 2011). Ratings of aggressive behavior predict internal-
izing problems including withdrawn depression, anxious depression, and 
somatic complaints (Crick, Ostrov, & Werner, 2006; Underwood et al., 
2011). Many explanations have been put forth to explain this relationship 
including that aggressive children may experience difficulties with peers 
and school that place them at increased risk for internalizing problems. 
Further, aggressive behavior may predict delinquency and rule-breaking 
behaviors (Coyne et al., 2011; Underwood et al., 2011). Students iden-
tified as bullies are rated higher on teacher ratings of conduct disorder 
(Smith, Polenik, Nakasita, & Jones, 2012). Aggressive children may be 
impulsive, which puts them at risk for these other forms of externalizing 
problems.

Additionally, aggressive students are at risk for academic and peer prob-
lems at school (Coyne et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2012). Bullying behav-
ior is associated with lower academic achievement as well as poor school 
attendance (Feldman et al., 2014). Some researchers caution that some 
academic achievement measures, such as GPA, could possibly reflect 
behavioral difficulties and not solely academic ability. Moreover, bullying 
is associated with peer rejection in school (Coyne et al., 2011). Youth who 
bully others may be isolated, which in turn may lead to lower self-esteem 
(Smith et al., 2012); however, findings regarding the association between 
bullying and self-esteem have been mixed (Griffin & Gross, 2004).
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Longitudinal work suggests that bullying involvement in adolescence 
can predict maladjustment in adulthood (Sigurdson et al., 2014). Being 
identified as a bully at ages 14 and 15 was associated with lower educa-
tional attainment and higher rates of unemployment at ages 26 and 27. 
Of those who were employed, bullying in adolescence predicted poorer 
quality relationships at work. Further, those identified as bullies in ado-
lescence also used more tobacco and illegal drugs than non-involved 
youth. Researchers believe that these longitudinal associations suggest 
“a continuation of early problem behavior” (Sigurdson et  al., 2014, 
p. 1614).

The association between victimization and negative adjustment out-
comes is also well documented in the literature with longitudinal investi-
gations finding that being bullied in childhood can predict maladjustment 
in adulthood (McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015). A great deal of concur-
rent and longitudinal research has shown that victimization experiences 
are linked to internalizing symptoms. Victimized youth report elevated 
levels of loneliness and social anxiety (Storch, Brassard, & Masia-Warner, 
2003; Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004). Victims are also found to have 
lower self-esteem than their non-victimized counterparts (Prinstein, 
Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001). Furthermore, victimization is associated 
with increased risk for depression, suicidal thoughts, and suicide attempts 
(Klomek, Marrocco, Kleinman, Schonfeld, & Gould, 2007).

Likewise, victimization is associated with externalizing problems. 
Victimization is associated with both physical and relational aggression 
(Sullivan, Farrell, & Kliewer, 2006). In addition, victimization experiences 
predict delinquency, substance use, and increased sexual activity (Gallup, 
O’Brien, White, & Wilson, 2009; Sullivan et  al., 2006). Victimization 
may also be related to onset of sexual activity for girls; female college 
students who reported being frequently victimized across adolescence 
reported having had more sexual partners and engaging in first intercourse 
at an earlier age (Gallup et al., 2009).

Victimization experiences have been associated with physical health. 
Those who had been victimized have higher levels of somatic complaints 
(Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005). Two potential explanations were 
posed to account for this finding: the chronic stress of victimization could 
suppress the immune system leading to illness and victims may report 
being ill in order to miss school and escape their tormentors. In addition, 
the extant literature suggests that peer victimization is associated with 
poor quality sleep and disturbed eating patterns (Hatzinger et al., 2008; 
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van den Berg, Wertheim, Thompson, & Paxton, 2002). Self-reported 
experiences of peer victimization are negatively related to sleep efficiency 
as assessed with electroencephalographic sleep profiles (Hatzinger et al., 
2008). For adolescent girls, a history of teasing is positively related to 
body dissatisfaction and, in turn, eating disturbances (van den Berg et al., 
2002).

Experts have called for additional research examining the rela-
tion between peer victimization and educational outcomes (Schwartz, 
Gorman, Nakamoto, & Toblin, 2005). Victimization is associated with 
poorer school adjustment outcomes including decreased school lik-
ing (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). Similarly, victimization is linked to 
lower GPA and standardized test scores in some studies (Schwartz et al., 
2005). Experiencing bullying predicts school avoidance; some victims 
report missing school due to feeling unsafe (Hughes, Gaines, & Pryor, 
2015).

Interestingly, not all bullied youth are affected to the same extent 
(McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015). Some youth suffer more when faced 
with victimization whereas others appear to escape lasting maladjustment. 
These differing outcomes may be dependent on a number of risk and pro-
tective factors. Victimized youth seem to fare better when a large number 
of their classmates are bullied; given a sense of “shared plight”, victims 
may be less apt to blame themselves for their experiences of peer mal-
treatment and rather make attributions to external factors. Additionally, 
the extent to which victimization is chronic or fleeting may make an 
important difference. Youth experiencing incessant bullying demonstrate 
the worst adjustment outcomes (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Wardrop, 2001; 
Rosen et al., 2009). Social support may be a significant protective func-
tion, and this support can come from multiple sources including friends, 
family members, and teachers (McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015).

Moving beyond focusing on bullies and victims, research has begun to 
examine the association between simply witnessing bullying and malad-
justment. In a daily diary study, 42% of middle school students reported 
witnessing at least one incident of peer harassment at school (Nishina & 
Juvonen, 2005). These bystanders may be at risk just as bullies and victims 
are as findings suggest that witnessing bullying is associated with mul-
tiple forms of maladjustment including substance use, anxiety, somatic 
complaints, and depressive symptoms (Rivers, Poteat, Noret, & Ashurst, 
2009). A number of theories have been put forth to explain this asso-
ciation between witnessing bullying and negative adjustment outcomes. 
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Bystanders may experience maladjustment as they may worry that they 
could soon become victims themselves. In addition, bystanders may 
undergo “indirect covictimization through their empathic understanding 
of the suffering of the victim they observe” (Rivers et al., 2009, p. 220). 
Another possibility is that bystanders who do not intervene may expe-
rience extreme stress as they feel compelled to assist but do not do so 
(Rivers et al., 2009). Some have hypothesized that bystanders who them-
selves have been victimized at some point may be at greater risk for nega-
tive adjustment outcomes associated with witnessing bullying (Werth, 
Nickerson, Aloe, & Swearer, 2015).

Bullying in the school context

The majority of bullying episodes take place in the school setting. It is 
reported that 82% of incidents of emotional bullying and 59% of peer 
assaults occur at school (Turner, Finkelhor, Hamby, Shattuck, & Ormrod, 
2011). Students were asked to identify places where bullying frequently 
occurred; 18.9% reported bullying was often experienced in the class set-
ting, and 30.2% reported bullying was often experienced in the cafeteria 
or at recess (Seals & Young, 2003). Even if bullying takes place off school 
premises, there is often spillover to the school environment. For instance, 
teachers report that episodes of cyberbullying can influence what occurs in 
their classrooms (Rosen et al., 2016).

Scholars point to the importance of preventing bullying in schools as 
this is an issue of human rights (Smith, 2011). Students have the right 
not to be bullied, and school officials are devoting increasing efforts to 
address bullying on their campuses. Unfortunately, these bullying preven-
tion efforts are not always effective (Espelage, 2013). Some researchers 
suggest that bullying can be best addressed by fostering a positive school 
climate stating that “bullying is most effectively prevented by the cre-
ation of an environment that nurtures and promotes prosocial and ethical 
norms and behaviors, more so than by simply targeting the eradication of 
bullying and related undesirable behaviors” (Cohen, Espelge, Twemlow, 
Berkowitz, & Comer, 2015, p. 7).

Given the importance of school climate, it is important to look more 
in depth at influencing factors. Researchers have posited that “school cli-
mate is based on patterns of people’s experience of school life and reflects 
norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching, learning, lead-
ership practices, and organizational structures” (Cohen et al., 2015, p. 8). 
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Some schools are believed to foster a “culture of bullying” (Espelage, 
Low, & Jimerson, 2014, p. 234) in which aggressive behavior is  common 
and unlikely to elicit a response from teachers and school officials. In fact, 
school staff at these schools often hold passive or dismissive attitudes 
toward student aggression, and failure to intervene can reinforce bullying 
as there are no consequences for this form of misbehavior.

Conversely, a positive school climate can reduce problematic behaviors 
such as bullying by enforcing norms of a safe environment and fostering 
strong relationships (Espelage et al., 2014). Konold et al. (2014) identi-
fied the two main components of school climate as disciplinary structure 
and support of students. Fair enforcement of rules and policies coupled 
with a sense of perceived support and respect create a balanced environ-
ment, which has been termed an authoritative school climate. In these 
environments, students believe that teachers and school staff care about 
them, yet are aware that they will receive appropriate punishment if they 
break school rules. This type of school environment is often character-
ized by lower rates of bullying, higher levels of school liking, and greater 
completion of academic work.

Fostering a positive school climate to best address bullying requires 
all key players in the school to come together. It is important to recog-
nize that “school-based aggression is a reflection of the complex, nested 
ecologies that constitute a ‘schools’ culture’ and thus, is best understood 
through an ecological framework” (Espelage et al., 2014, p. 234). Too 
often researchers and policymakers limit their focus to only one per-
spective and by doing so are missing the utility of considering multiple 
perspectives. In fact, the failure to engage all key players in the school 
may be one of the main reasons that bullying prevention programs fail 
(Cohen et  al., 2015). Programs that are school-wide and multidisci-
plinary are more likely to succeed (Swearer et al., 2010). When schools 
create teams to address bullying that draw across different professions, 
members are able to bring their unique expertise and have access to dif-
ferent resources, which in turn contributes to program success (Kub & 
Feldman, 2015).

Drawing on this work, the underlying premise of this book is that we 
can best understand and address bullying by considering multiple per-
spectives within the school. The second chapter examines bullying from 
the student point of view including that of the aggressor, victim, and 
bystander. Chapter 3 focuses on bullying from the teacher’s perspective 
and highlights effective interventions for teachers to use in handling bully-
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ing in their classrooms. Chapter 4 addresses bullying from the perspectives 
of principals and school resource officers and discusses ways in which the 
two can effectively work together in order to best prevent and intervene 
in different forms of bullying. Chapter 5 describes the roles of school psy-
chologists and school counselors in planning and implementing bullying 
prevention programs and their effect on schools. Chapter 6 explains how 
school nurses are important as members of teams to prevent and address 
bullying in schools. Chapter 7 incorporates the perspective of coaches and 
offers examples of bullying activities that occur in athletics and positive 
steps coaches may take to encourage athletes’ success and growth in lieu of 
bullying. The eighth and final chapter integrates the different perspectives 
of key school staff and provides common themes. Based on the recommen-
dations provided in each of the chapters, we discuss possible school-wide 
bullying prevention and intervention efforts. In so doing, we highlight 
the importance of whole school programs and offer recommendations for 
how these programs can best be implemented by drawing upon resources 
across the school.
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