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Preface

“It’s like being caught in a net. You can’t get out if you don’t say anything. If you say something and the net does not 

go away, it just gets bigger.”

Bullying, including cyberbullying, affects a high percent-

age of children at different stages of their development, 

often severely undermining their health, emotional well-

being and school performance. Victims may suffer sleep 

disorders, headaches, stomach pain, poor appetite and 

fatigue as well as feelings of low-self-esteem, anxiety, 

depression, shame and at times suicidal thoughts; these 

are psychological and emotional scars that may persist 

into adult life. Bullies themselves are equally affected and 

are also more likely than their peers to be involved with 

anti-social and risky behaviour later on in life. And much 

beyond, bullying affects those who may be silent or com-

plicit, frightened or uncertain to act, diminishing the over-

all climate of the school and the broader community.

Bullying is a key concern for children. It is one of the most 

frequent reasons why children call a helpline. It gains cen-

tre stage in surveys conducted with school children, and 

generates a special interest when opinion polls are con-

ducted through social media with young people. 

The recent U-Report initiative supported by UNICEF with 

more than 100,000 children and young people around the 

world illustrates this well: nine in every ten respondents 

considered that bullying is a major problem; two thirds re-

ported having been victims; and one third believed it was 

normal and therefore did not tell anybody, while many did 

not know whom to tell or felt afraid to do so.

Serious concerns were equally expressed by the children 

who participated in a Latin American Regional Consulta-

tion on bullying and cyberbullying, held in Montevideo in 

May 2016. 

Coming from ten different countries across the region, the 

young participants were united in an unshakable commit-

ment to prevent and eliminate all forms of violence against 

children. They re" ected on their perceptions of bullying 

as a serious form of violence; shared their often painful 

experiences, especially at school and in cyberspace; and 

presented compelling recommendations for action: 

Protecting children from bullying is not just an ethical im-

perative or a laudable aim of public health or social policy: 

it is a question of human rights. 

Indeed, bullying and cyberbullying compromise children’s 

rights to freedom from violence, to protection from dis-

crimination, to an inclusive and relevant education and 

the highest attainable standard of health, to the right to 

be heard and have their best interests regarded as a pri-

mary consideration in all decisions affecting their lives; 

and more often than not, child victims feel precluded 

from accessing counselling, justice and redress, and from 

benefitting from support for their healing, recovery and 

reintegration. These are rights enshrined in the United Na-

tions Convention on the Rights of the Child, which is in 

force in virtually all countries around the world. 

Whether physical, verbal or relational, bullying is a hurtful 

and aggressive pattern of behaviour perpetrated repeat-

edly against a less powerful victim. It is often part of a 

continuum, a torment that shapes children’s lives at dif-

ferent moments and in different settings: from the school 

yard to the neighborhood and increasingly into the online 

world. 

The impact of any form of violence on children’s devel-

opment and well-being is pervasive, serious and long-

lasting. In the case of bullying and cyberbullying it is also 

surrounded by a deep sense of fear, loneliness and help-

lessness. 

These devastating impacts are strongly re" ected in the 

many heartfelt personal testimonies that children convey 

when I meet them during my missions around the world. 

But they are equally confirmed by sound data and re-

search gathered by leading experts across regions, as well 

as by the significant measures undertaken as a response 

by governments, education institutions, local communi-

ties and families at large in their efforts to prevent and 

address this serious phenomenon. 
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“Listen to our voices: bullying as any form of violence 

hurts and it lasts… it is urgent to stop it; violence does not 

teach good behaviour, being a good model and promot-

ing non-violence conveys a good example for our lives; 

use dialogue and mediation before you let incidents hap-

pen! Help us learn about prevention and our rights; help 

those who care for us so that they can help us better; and 

don’t forget: legislation is important and everyone needs 

to know it and respect it.” 

Although the effect of bullying in any of its forms may 

differ from victim to victim, in essence it violates a child’s 

integrity and dignity, and it is commonly associated with 

anxiety, distress, confusion, anger, insecurity, lowered 

self-esteem, and a deep sense of exclusion, powerless-

ness and helplessness. 

Bullying has long been part of the social, community and 

school life of children. With the growing access to infor-

mation and communication technologies, and the wide 

use of smartphones by children and young people, online 

bullying – cyberbullying – has also become a source of 

concern. Spreading rumours, and posting false informa-

tion, hurtful messages, embarrassing comments or pho-

tos, or being excluding from online networks can affect 

victims deeply. Anonymity may aggravate cyberbullying 

by encouraging young people to act in ways they would 

not in face-to-face interactions. But in addition, cyberbul-

lying can strike its victims at any time, while the harmful 

messages or materials can spread faster and further to a 

very wide and an exponentially growing audience, in turn 

magnifying the risks and its impact. 

Social engagement through the digital world is now a 

fundamental part of children’s lives, and they shift easily 

between what is real and what is virtual, regarding the 

distinction between online/of" ine as ever less relevant. At 

the same time, cyberbullying is often an extension of the 

in-person bullying that takes place in school classrooms, 

halls and cafeterias, thus the two easily feed into each 

other, forming a continuum of damaging behaviour. 

Although all children are at risk of being bullied, some are 

particularly threatened by their situation from stigmatiza-

tion, discrimination or exclusion. These include children 

with disabilities; from disadvantaged backgrounds; those 

who are refugees, displaced or seeking asylum; who are 

indigenous or belong to ethnic, racial, linguistic, cultural 

or religious minorities; who are unable to go to school 

or are excluded from it; who face discrimination because 

their appearance does not meet cultural preferences; or 

who have or who are perceived as having a sexual orien-

tation or gender identity different from what is seen as 

the norm. 

For children in these groups who already feel isolated from 

the mainstream culture of their schools or communities, 

the danger of being bullied may be even greater. They can 

be more likely to share sensitive information and engage 

in riskier behaviours in order to gain acceptance and at-

tention, especially when they are eager to overcome the 

deep sense of marginalization and exclusion they daily en-

dure. This often results in further bullying and its impact 

has been called the “double jeopardy effect”: wherein 

children with existing psychological vulnerabilities who 

are being bullied and are desperately seeking to escape, 

suffer even greater harm by resorting to behaviours that 

provoke further bullying, both online and of" ine.

It is clear from the available evidence that the impact of 

bullying is brutal and life-long, that it is widespread and 

that it compromises the rights of the child. Taking action 

to prevent such harm and to mitigate its damaging ef-

fects is therefore imperative on all those whose lives are 

touched by such violence. 

Children’s protection from bullying in both the built en-

vironment, in particular in and around school, and in cy-

berspace, is a widely shared accountability. It falls on state 

institutions, on school authorities, as well as on families 

and communities. By joining hands and expressing a clear 

resolve to prevent and address this phenomenon, they 

can achieve lasting change, including by securing safe and 

welcoming spaces where adults show leadership in sup-

porting young people and modelling positive behaviour, 

and leading by example by avoiding aggressive, intimidat-

ing and abusive behaviours. Their leadership is crucial in 

promoting a culture of respect for children’s rights – for all 

children, everywhere and at all times. 

By enhancing children’s sense of responsibility in prevent-

ing discrimination and violence, in promoting solidarity 

and mutual respect and tolerance, adults can help build 

an inclusive environment where no child is left behind and 

where children are supported in gaining life skills, learning 

to cope with adversity, and strengthening their resilience 

and self-confidence.

Children need to feel empowered to prevent and address 

bullying and its associated risks. Both at school and as 

digital citizens they need guidance in developing their 

ability to make informed decisions, and in building and 
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strengthening solid values including responsibility for their 

actions towards others. And they need to feel confident 

and knowledgeable about how to access counselling, re-

porting and complaint mechanisms. 

Whole-school and whole-community programmes, 

awareness-raising initiatives and media campaigns con-

tribute to whole-society efforts to combat the danger to 

children posed by bullying and cyberbullying. 

Only then will it be possible to overcome the persistently 

wide empathy gap surrounding bullying, mobilizing adults 

who may miss it even when occurring in plain sight, those 

who fail to sense the torment it causes, or still more those 

who view it simply as a rite of passage. Only then will 

children stop fearing to speak out and feeling invaded by 

a deep sense of hopelessness.

Ten years ago the United Nations General Assembly 

adopted the UN Study on Violence against Children which 

for the first time offered a global overview of this phe-

nomenon, alongside an action-oriented policy agenda to 

prevent and address bullying, and all other forms of vio-

lence against children. 

As a result, the protection of children from violence has 

evolved from a largely neglected topic into a global con-

cern; a concern that is now included as a distinct target in 

the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. 

The Agenda recognizes the profound impact of violence 

against children in all aspects of life, and includes concrete 

commitments to bring this violation of children’s rights 

to an end. But the Agenda also conveys a very special 

sense of urgency to act and to ensure that no one is left 

behind. It is incumbent upon all governments and other 

stakeholders to show leadership, to mobilize and inspire 

action, championing this noble cause in broad alliances 

committed to freeing children from all violence, including 

bullying and cyberbullying.

This is no time for complacency. Bullying leaves a long-

lasting blight on children’s lives, and often has irreversible 

consequences on their development and well-being and 

their opportunities to thrive later in life. As with any other 

form of violence, it also weakens the very foundation of 

social progress, generating huge costs for society, slowing 

economic development and eroding nations’ human and 

social capital.

But this is not a fate! The movement to improve on the re-

alization of children’s rights and to overcome passivity or 

complacency when violence occurs is ongoing and grow-

ing. Through enhanced cooperation, and with serious 

investment in proven strategies for violence prevention, 

bullying can become part of the distant past.

Agenda 2030 promotes an ambitious vision and it marks 

the start of the most important countdown: towards a 

world free from fear and from violence for all children, 

leaving no one behind. Investing in violence prevention, 

protecting children’s lives and futures and saving na-

tions’ resources means time gained in the countdown to 

a brighter future.

It is imperative to seize this historic opportunity to place 

the protection of children from violence at the heart of 

the policy agenda of every nation and make a reality of 

children’s vision of a world where fear and incidents of 

violence are part of the distant past.

While there are still many gaps in the data collected on 

children’s exposure to bullying and on the effectiveness 

of programmes designed to address it, there is a consid-

erable wealth of information and research that could be 

shared more widely with all stakeholders. This publication 

is a contribution to such knowledge-sharing.

It is designed to reach out to government leaders and 

decision-makers, as well as researchers, educators, health 

professionals and child protection actors who can help 

design sound policies and laws and promote their effec-

tive implementation, while supporting families and mak-

ing a lasting difference in the life of children. The analysis, 

experiences and advice provided are both well-researched 

and accessible – the data can further advance knowledge 

in the field, the evidence of what works provides practical 

examples, and the voices of children re" ected in some of 

the articles provide essential insights for all who are inter-

ested in tackling bullying.

I am confident the publication will contribute to the grow-

ing impetus worldwide to prevent and address bullying 

and cyberbullying and support the international drive to 

end all forms of violence against children, leaving no child 

behind. 

Marta Santos Pais, 

Special Representative of the Secretary-General on  

Violence against Children
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Themes of the Publication

and considers new approaches to participation and the 

use of ICTs. And finally, Anne Lindboe and Anders Cam-

eron, from Norway, consider the role of independent hu-

man rights institutions in preventing and responding to 

violence and in particular bullying. 

In Chapter 2, the publication moves into a considera-

tion of legislation and public policies with the first arti-

cle by Brian O’Neill, from Ireland, examining a national 

multi-facetted approach to the prevention of bullying and 

cyberbullying. The second article, by Eric Debarbieux, con-

siders the school climate in Europe, and France in particu-

lar, and looks at the ways in which changing perceptions 

can lead to a change in public policies. Kirrily Pells, Maria 

Jose, Ogando Portela and Patricia Espinoza draw on evi-

dence from a number of countries to understand the 

structural drivers of bullying: these include poverty and 

inequity. Christophe Cornu and Yongfeng Liu look at the 

importance of an inclusive and equitable education for all 

learners in an environment free from discrimination and 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/

expression and how this can be supported by govern-

ments. And finally, Bernard Gerbaka and Fares BouMitri 

introduce a new topic with a look at the role of the medi-

cal community in addressing bullying.

Chapter 3 looks at the essential field of school interven-

tions. In this section Dan Olweus, a pioneer in the field and 

creator of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program, and 

Susan Limber, consider the building blocks for an effec-

tive bullying prevention and response model. Then Sanna 

Herkama and Christina Salmivalli look at the success of 

the KiVa anti-bullying programme in Finland, which uses 

a whole-school approach. Julie Swanson and Katharina 

Anton-Erxleben, from the USA, give an important and 

strong gender perspective on bullying and school-related 

gender-based violence. And finally in this section Ersilia 

Menesini and Annalaura Nocenti look at tailoring differ-

ent prevention approaches to the national context in Italy. 

This publication seeks to bring together key elements of 

the rich global expertise on the issue of bullying in order 

to share information, ideas and examples of best prac-

tice with all those who are interested in tackling such a 

scourge. It offers a complement to the United Nations 

Secretary-General’s Study on Violence against Children 

and will hopefully provide further impetus to the drive by 

countries throughout the world to understand and better 

prevent the bullying of children and young people in all its 

ugly manifestations. 

As on all issues that affect children, it is essential that their 

ideas and views are sought and heard. The perceptions, 

experience and recommendations of children are of fun-

damental importance in tackling any issue of concern to 

them and their ideas are an important part of this publi-

cation. Their views and perspectives feature particularly 

in the chapter on UNICEF’s U-Report. The U-Report is an 

electronic platform that reaches two million children, the 

majority in Africa, seeking their views and offering them 

an opportunity to widely share their experiences. But we 

also hear their voices in articles from other authors.

The key themes of this publication focus on the areas that 

need to be developed and strengthened in order to pre-

vent bullying and to effectively mitigate its harm. 

Providing information on, and raising awareness of, the 

insidious and damaging nature of bullying, as well as 

providing guidance on coping with its negative impacts 

are an important part of addressing the issue: so too are 

efforts to enable children to take action themselves to 

combat the problem. Their empowerment must be at the 

heart of any holistic approach to bullying. 

Chapter 1 of this publication therefore looks at these is-

sues and draws on expertise from different perspectives 

and regions. From Greece, George Moschos looks at 

respecting children’s rights and promoting a participa-

tory culture of peace and respect in schools. Maria Luisa 

Sotomayor brings us the responses from the U-Report 
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Chapter 4 examines the importance of data, without 

which we cannot understand or assess the extent of the 

problem. Dominic Richardson and Chii Fen Hiu lead off 

this section with a review of existing data and a look at 

what is needed to develop a solid response on prevention. 

This is followed by an article in which Sonia Livingstone, 

Mariya Stoilova and Anthony Kelly examine the evidence 

for the claim that new media bring new problems, argu-

ing in conclusion that bullying and cyberbullying are inex-

tricably linked in complex and challenging ways. Patrick 

Burton takes a look at data on bullying and cyberbullying 

in southern Africa, while Michael Dunne, Thu Ba Pham, 

Ha Hai Thi Le and Jiandong Sun, consider the impact of 

bullying and severe educational stress and the challenges 

faced in East Asian schools. Maha Almuneef presents a 

review of bullying in the Arab region, suggesting future 

policy development directions, and finally in this section, 

Robertas Povilaitis analyses experiences of projects in 

Lithuania while the International Child Helpline presents 

interesting case studies and data. 

The contributors to this publication represent all regions, 

their expertise ranges across a number of different fields, 

and their research examines different aspects of bullying 

and cyberbullying. Further information on the authors is 

included later in the publication. 

This publication has sought to identify issues to which we 

should be giving greater visibility and prominence, new 

facets of the problem that should be shared, concerns 

that should addressed, and examples of good practices 

that can stimulate and boost action by governments, pol-

icy makers, teachers and children themselves in the fight 

against bullying. 
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Chapter I. Empowering Children and Awareness Raising

1. Respecting children’s rights and promoting a participatory culture of peace and  
respect in schools

George Moschos

and their own strong sense of community, by promoting 

the values and strengths of peaceful coexistence.

In every society there are members who suffer. There are 

children living in extreme poverty, who are experiencing 

domestic violence: children confronted in their everyday 

life with tensions, con" icts, disabilities, diseases, disor-

ders, separations, migration, crime, drugs, clashing emo-

tions and other difficulties. What is more, children facing 

such difficulties are usually not included in having a say 

about what is happening in their lives. And when they do 

express their thoughts or feelings, they are often treated 

with contempt or aggression. These children need to be 

heard and understood, in order to find ways to prevent 

the escalation of their trauma. 

On the other hand, children have a great capacity for joy 

and pleasure, they can relate well to others if they feel 

secure. Children easily learn from others’ examples, es-

pecially from the adults who are responsible for them; 

they can be inspired by and adapt to the culture of their 

social frame of reference and can achieve great heights 

when their social environment allows and favours them 

to do so. 

School, as the first (after family) large powerful sociali-

zation mechanism, can and should be the “port” that 

embraces the diverse range of children’s situations and 

feelings, their difficulties and experiences acquired within 

their own families and social environments, enabling them 

to process and to transform these into power. However, 

this power should not be the power of sovereignty and 

domination, which would create new tensions. It should 

be a power leading to free personal expression, crea-

tive synthesis and peaceful coexistence with all different 

members of the community. 

In this article I will try to present my opinion that school 

does not need special advice from experts or highly spe-

cialized tools to successfully manage violence and con" ict, 

but rather needs a pedagogy of belonging: belonging to 

Introduction

Is “school violence” a matter of school only? Understand-

ing school violence in the wider social context and the 

need to build defense mechanisms in schools

School violence has become an issue of major public 

concern globally in recent years. The general public has 

become aware of its seriousness in children’s lives, follow-

ing reports based on studies and statistical data illustrat-

ing that a considerable number of children are involved 

in violent incidents or practices, taking place inside and 

outside school, either as victims or as violators. The media 

repetitively report serious incidents of con" icts and bul-

lying between children, raising the question of whether 

schools can really do something to prevent the evolution 

of such behaviours. 

Many scientists have stressed the need to develop new 

methods and techniques to deal with the phenomenon 

and to empower students as well as teachers to tackle it 

effectively. There have been approaches focusing more on 

the actors – the persons involved in every incident - and 

others that stress the need to change the whole culture of 

every school community in order to effectively deal with 

such incidents. Before referring to what can be done at 

school though, it is important to understand and analyze 

the roots of school violence. 

Despite the fact that many believe school contributes to 

the tolerance and even the development of various forms 

of violence, its real causes lie in the broader social context 

in which children are brought up: their life is " ooded by 

violent stimuli, insecurity, selfishness and lack of respect 

for anyone competing for the same goals or represent-

ing different values. Many societies –especially in the free 

market economy context- reward the individuals’ survival, 

competitiveness and differentiation, rather than adopt 

collective values and co-operation in the common inter-

est. This is something that smaller communities could de-

velop, if they aimed to cultivate a common consciousness 
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a community with common positive values and practic-

es. It needs a culture of participation and collaboration, 

in order to be able to develop ideas and peaceful rela-

tions. Any particular techniques or practices to achieve 

the peaceful resolution of con" icts should be part of this 

culture. What should be required by governments and 

ministries is not so much to fill up school life with new 

laws, new responsibilities and new systems of penalties, 

but rather to improve the system of intercommunication 

and sharing of responsibilities, with the participation of 

children themselves, in making school life attractive and 

the school environment a safe space which children love, 

respect and defend as their own second “home”. In this 

way, schools can operate as mechanisms protecting and 

defending children from social malfunctions that affect 

their personal lives and can provide them with skills for 

the successful management of those difficulties and con-

" icts that derive from the wider social system. 

What children say…

As Children’s Ombudsman in Greece, since 2003, I have 

been listening to children of all ages for many years and 

have dealt with all sorts of violations of their rights in 

many social contexts. I have been talking with children 

about school violence in schools both in group, as well 

as with individuals that have been involved in violent in-

cidents as victims or violators. Based on this experience I 

could summarize some of their strongest sayings in the 

following (see box):

Children in fact believe in sharing and need to take part 

in team work in relaxed school environments, inspired by 

trustworthy teachers who demonstrate genuine interest 

in their feelings, their efforts, their internal con" icts and 

their concerns. Children need to know that their point of 

view is being truly respected and taken into serious con-

sideration by adults.

The school as a learning and caring community: 
core pedagogical principles and values: learning 
needs and children’s rights

Undoubtedly, school is a socialization mechanism that 

serves the reproduction of society, and hence of the eco-

nomic system. Therefore, structurally, school is designed 

mostly for the accumulation of necessary knowledge, 

while guaranteeing the conformity and discipline of its 

students, in order to prepare them for their successful en-

trance to the labour market. 

Twentieth-century pioneer pedagogues, like Freinet, 

Montessori, Piaget, Neil, Steiner, Freire and others tried 

to break away from this mould, and focused on the need 

for a child-centred educational model, that would respect 

children’s needs and developmental phases and would 

build on experience and participation, rather than on sim-

ply transmitting knowledge. Learning through experience 

and participation has been pointed out as the most crucial 

element for children; they need to be emotionally involved 

in the process of learning and to cultivate bonds with their 

school communities and teacher who has been described 

Children’s voices

“Adults do not pay serious attention to tensions and 

conflicts happening in our lives among us. Most par-

ents cannot easily understand our experiences outside 

home and our feelings. When they learn about an in-

cident of violence that we have been involved in, they 

are either overprotective, trying to immediately inter-

vene with other people in order to protect us, or they 

are too distant and indifferent, trying to calm us down 

without recognizing and understanding our stress or 

trauma. 

On the other hand, teachers usually prefer to ignore 

what seems to be a “minor incident”, such as teasing 

or quarrelling, which can in fact be very painful, and 

deal superficially and occasionally clumsily with more 

challenging conflicts, that may disturb school life and 

rules or in any way may stimulate the interest of our 

parents. In such cases teachers tend to impose easily 

sanctions or give us strict warnings, without really try-

ing to investigate, understand and tackle the reasons 

of our conflicts. They tend to be too busy with other 

concerns such as curriculum, order, attainment and 

school grades. 

We need teachers to listen to us more carefully, to of-

fer us time and understanding and to respect our pri-

vacy. We need to trust them and not to be afraid to 

talk to them. When teachers want and try to bring us 

together, either through group activities or through 

organized discussions, then we feel that we are a 

group that can find better solutions to any kind of 

problem or challenge. The most difficult problems can 

be solved if we feel that we are a team, with common 

goals and efforts!” 
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as the one who “cultivates environments ….for learn-

ing”.1 A dilemma that schools are faced with is whether 

to invest their efforts on individual performance, differ-

entiation and excellence (counted by high grades, disci-

plined behaviour, good manners, success in exams and 

competitions, etc) or on collective principles and common 

operational goals (such as good school climate, positive 

atmosphere, cooperation, creative and team spirit, etc). 

Parents usually favour individual goals and cannot always 

appreciate the importance of a happy atmosphere in 

schools. However, core pedagogical principles supported 

by contemporary theories of education insist on the need 

to build a positive school culture and climate in order to 

secure the development of the student’s full personality 

and potential, creating young citizens who understand 

and embrace their responsibilities.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) has 

highlighted the importance of children’s right to freely ex-

press their views in all matters affecting them (Article 12), 

as a right that needs to be combined with all other rights, 

such as the rights to personal development, education, 

protection from any form of violence, non discrimination 

and equal treatment, protection of their private life, ac-

cess to information, participation in social and cultural life, 

etc.

As was stated by the Committee on the Rights of the 

Child:2

The overall objective of education is to maximize the 

child’s ability and opportunity to participate fully and 

responsibly in a free society. It should be emphasized 

that the type of teaching that is focused primarily on 

accumulation of knowledge, prompting competition 

and leading to an excessive burden of work on chil-

dren, may seriously hamper the harmonious develop-

ment of the child to the fullest potential of his or her 

abilities and talents. Education should be child-friendly, 

inspiring and motivating the individual child. Schools 

should foster a humane atmosphere and allow chil-

dren to develop according to their evolving capacities.

Also, the Committee in its General Comment no. 13, 

among other proposed educational measures,3 has re-

ferred to the: 

provision of accurate, accessible and age-appropriate 

information and empowerment on life skills, self-pro-

tection and specific risks, including those relating to 

ICTs and how to develop positive peer relationships 

and combat bullying; empowerment regarding child 

rights in general - and in particular on the right to be 

heard and to have their views taken seriously - through 

the school curriculum and in other ways.

These attitudes and approaches are also strongly support-

ed in the UN Study on Violence Against Children4 which 

clearly states that:

States should ensure that children rights are dissemi-

nated and understood (and that) States (a) should 

encourage schools to adopt and implement codes 

of conduct applicable to all staff and students that 

confront all forms of violence, taking into account 

gender-based stereotypes and behaviour and other 

forms of discrimination; (b) Ensure that school prin-

cipals and teachers use non-violent teaching and 

learning strategies and adopt classroom management 

and disciplinary measures that are not based on fear, 

threats, humiliation or physical force; (c) Prevent and 

reduce violence in schools through specific programs 

which address the whole school environment includ-

ing through encouraging the building of skills such as 

non-violent approaches to con" ict resolution, imple-

menting anti-bullying policies and promoting respect 

for all members of the school community.

Based on the principles set out in the Convention and the 

findings of scientific studies and research, the Council of 

Europe has pointed out the necessity for the promotion 

of the principles of “learning and living democracy” in 

schools. Human rights education at all school levels, taking 

place with the use of participatory and experiential meth-

ods has emerged as a very important element of schools. 

Democratic school governance, in the sense of empower-

ment and involvement of students, staff and stakehold-

ers in all important decisions within the school, as a way 

to practically safeguard the respect of children’s rights, 

has been promoted as a crucial element of the operation 

of schools.5 The Council of Europe has also published six 

“Living Democracy” manuals6 that provide teachers with 

high-quality lesson materials and enable teachers to in-

troduce citizenship and human rights education into their 

schools in a fun, interactive and challenging way.

A school that favours participation, group activities and 

common values is a school that also helps children to 

learn freely and to resolve their con" icts in the most suc-

cessful way.
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Thus, it has been well-documented that schools should si-

multaneously seek the acquisition of knowledge through 

supporting a child-friendly and interactive learning en-

vironment in the classroom, and promote the active in-

volvement of all students in the creation of a pleasant, 

attractive and safe school environment. In order to suc-

ceed and secure these, it is crucial to build up relations of 

trust between teachers, students and their parents, while 

cultivating systematically relations of understanding and 

collaboration among students.

Teaching children’s rights is crucial!

Teaching children’s rights is not a simple process of 

transferring knowledge of existing rules and laws, but a 

pedagogical empirical process of helping children to un-

derstand the deeper meaning of rights and their function 

in safeguarding peaceful human relations. 

Teaching children’s rights should include: a) developing an 

understanding of everyone’s rights and ways to success-

fully and peacefully defend them from any violation; b) re-

specting other people’s rights, individually or collectively, 

by becoming able to step into their shoes; and c) showing 

solidarity when someone else’s rights are violated. This 

teaching should be part of a wider human rights educa-

tion that should help children, using participatory meth-

ods, to develop values and attitudes such as tolerance and 

understanding, and to encourage sustainable actions, so 

that they become responsible local and global citizens. 

Although teaching children’s rights should be adapted to 

every different social and educational setting, we could 

summarize the following general principles that are uni-

versal for teachers involved in activities aiming at teaching 

children’s rights. 

Children should be helped and advised through discus-

sions, games and simulation exercises and roles:

 identify children’s rights, as set out in the Con-

vention and in the national legislation and connect 

them with real life situations

         
implementation always needs a careful balance be-

tween different rights that may be in con" ict with 

each other 

   limits of the exercise of each right 

and the boundaries between the rights of different 

persons

            
address a complaint when their rights are violated. 

Teachers should be able to act as persons of confi-

dence and mediators to other professionals when this 

is necessary and to provide any necessary information 

or advice to the students affected or involved 

 carefully express their opinion and sentiments 

in each case of rights’ violation or con" ict and look for 

a peaceful and effective way to stop such violations

   respect other people’s rights

    listen to other people’s opinions, share 

their feelings and experiences and imagine what it 

would be like if they were in their position/situation

 take action when someone else’s rights are vio-

lated and show solidarity, without risk of worsening 

their situation

 act as a team, with commonly agreed rules and 

principles

         -

dren’s rights can be stopped and any harm could be 

reversed in a peaceful way. 

One can easily understand that in order to create a safe 

environment in school where children’s rights can be 

taught, understood and properly defended, it is essential 

that a good climate is created in the classroom but also in 

the whole school. 

Dealing with incidents of violence in the school 
environment

Despite the fact that students may be sensitized about 

the need to respect each other’s rights, often violence 

occurs for reasons that cannot be easily identified or af-

fected by school itself. In order to successfully deal with 

such incidents it is important that every school develop 

both preventive and interventive/protective strategies and 

mechanisms.

Every school should carefully focus on all factors that may 

contribute to the prevention as well as to the effective 

intervention to protect victims and to treat violators, in 

order to avoid the repetition of such violent behaviour. 
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Regarding the crucial factors connected with the occur-

rence and handling of violent behaviour, schools should 

be able to address questions such as these: 

School environment: Is it organized and supervised in 

a way that allows students to freely move and communi-

cate, but also to know that they are not exposed to arbi-

trary attacks or misbehaviours?

School rules: Are rules clearly communicated to all 

teachers, students and parents and are they implemented 

in a fair way, without injustice or discrimination? Are they 

formulated with the contribution of students, so they are 

better understood, accepted and followed by them? Are 

there adequate provisions for a careful handling of all vio-

lent incidents occurring inside or outside school among 

students, with careful consideration of their opinion and 

of the point of view of all those involved? 

School principals and teachers: Are they well-informed 

and sensitized regarding the suggested ways for handling 

school violence, following agreed rules and principles? 

Are they well-trained to intervene effectively when a vio-

lent incident occurs and to approach victims and perpe-

trators in a child-friendly manner and listen to them in a 

confidential way?

Perpetrators: Are they offered the assurance of a care-

ful consideration of their case and understanding of their 

point of view? Are they given an opportunity to under-

stand the harm they have caused and to take action for 

the restoration of their relationships? Are they given al-

ternative and legitimate ways to earn the recognition that 

they seek for? 

Victims: Are they offered the opportunity to talk in confi-

dence with a teacher or another professional and present 

their case, without fearing that their reactions will worsen 

their position? Are they supported in understanding the 

perpetrator’s point of view? 

Witnesses: Are they sensitized about the important role 

they could play to stop violent or offensive behaviours? Is 

their testimony sought in a careful way, so that they are 

protected from any revenge reactions? 

Class and peers: Are class mates and student represent-

atives sensitized about their possible contribution in stop-

ping the occurrence and repetition of violent incidents? 

Are they helped to consider any relevant incident as an 

issue concerning and affecting them? Are they advised 

how to mediate in order to find peaceful ways to handling 

con" icts? 

Parents: Are they informed about the ways schools deal 

with violent incidents? In case their children are involved, 

are they helped to react in a way responding to the prin-

ciples adopted by the school community? When their pa-

rental responsibilities are not properly fulfilled, are they 

advised and assisted by specialized professionals? 

Supportive and community services: Are schools 

well-connected with social workers, psychologists and 

other community services that could assist them in han-

dling difficult behaviour cases, especially when families’ 

responsibilities arise? Are teachers aware and supported 

about the ways in which they can refer to local commu-

nity social services and collaborate with them for the best 

interest of the children who are involved as victims or per-

petrators in violent incidents?

Internet and other factors threatening school life: 

Are the members of school communities (teachers, stu-

dents and parents) sensitized and advised how to deal 

with threats to school life deriving from external factors, 

such as students’ contacts and communications on the 

internet or in other social contexts, such as those resulting 

from other peers or people abusing, exploiting or having 

a dangerous in" uence on them? 

Involvement of police and prosecutors: Are school 

authorities aware of the duties and ethics of collabora-

tion with police or judicial authorities, so that no excessive 

use of them is made, while their support can be provided 

when needed?

Suggestions for the formation of a democratic 
culture in schools that can help successful handling 
of violence

To answer questions like the ones raised above, schools 

are advised to combine efforts in order to develop a 

democratic culture that can be very helpful in handling 

violence that occurs in their area of competence. In par-

ticular, it is suggested that every school takes all appropri-

ate steps to:

 teachers’ training through seminars (with 

participatory methods) on developing democratic 

school governance and teaching, and on including the 

respect for children’s rights and the promotion of stu-

dents’ participation in school life.
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   positive school climate, by consistently 

trying to communicate in upbeat and child-friendly 

ways the desirability of looking after the school envi-

ronment and helping children to feel that school be-

longs to them. 

       school regulation 

that will summarize the major principles to be adopt-

ed by school community. Invite students to discuss its 

content and participate in its final formation. School 

regulation should summarize the basic rules of school 

life, in a child-friendly language, and refer to the ways 

in which students are expected to express their views 

and to participate in decision-making in all matters af-

fecting them. 

 Eliminate punitive sanctions that may cause nega-

tive reactions without real behaviour adjustment. 

Agree on common principles of dealing with offend-

ing behaviours and implement methods alternative to 

punishment, when a con" ict or a violent behaviour oc-

curs, involving actors in discussions and in undertak-

ing the restoration of damage or harm caused to the 

victims. 

  human rights’ education and organize 

discussions in the classroom on children’s rights, 

common rules and ways to take decisions on issues of 

common interest, to reach agreements and to resolve 

con" icts. Children should learn by experience to listen 

to each other and to respect each other’s rights. 

         
new technologies and the respect of other people 

rights – learning how to self-protect from cyberbully-

ing and other dangers on the web.

  group activities in the fields of 

culture, arts and crafts, sport, mental health educa-

tion, environmental protection, media and communi-

cation, personal expression, solidarity initiatives, etc. 

Every group should operate on agreed rules and stu-

dents should be assisted to assess their progress and 

levels of cooperation. 

  school democracy, by regularly holding 

class and school assemblies, giving attention and of-

fering roles to students’ elected representatives, shar-

ing responsibilities regarding school life, consulting 

with students, respecting and counting on them. 

 “teachers of trust” and teachers - media-

tors, offering them also special training, support and 

supervision. Explain to all students, teachers and par-

ents their role, tasks and functions. 

   peer mediation model to be adopted 

in school. Choose and train students to act as peer 

mediators and to deal with con" icts in peaceful ways. 

Younger students could mediate with class mates, 

while older students (in high school) could form peer 

mediation groups, who undertake to seek peaceful 

resolution of con" icts.

 Involve parents, both in problem solving (by sup-

porting their children in more successful handling of 

con" ict situations) as well as in planning prevention 

activities such as lectures and discussions with par-

ents, excursions and exhibitions with the involvement 

of children.

   social services and community 

agencies, both in particular cases that need their in-

tervention, as well as at preventive level, in order to 

offer children and their parents additional support and 

counselling to overcome their difficulties.

 monitoring and evaluation meetings and 

procedures, regarding any kind of interventions aimed 

at tackling all kinds of problems in school. Evaluation 

can help every partner to realize their weaknesses and 

improve their skills and competencies in relating to 

each other. 

 Open schools to the community: Organize outdoor 

activities with the involvement of school students, visit 

public spaces and services, observe various aspects of 

social life and take initiatives for children to take action 

in the community for issues of public concern such 

as environmental protection, peaceful use of public 

spaces, protection of children’s rights and promoting 

artistic expression. Organize activities and workshops 

inside the school area, during evenings and weekends, 

for the members of the community, including school 

students, other young people, parents and neigh-

bours, including the less privileged. Careful designing 

and monitoring of such activities could help the school 

have a more social character and stronger connections 

with neighbourhood life and needs.
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Conclusion

In this article I tried to present my opinion that, in order 

to handle the issue of school violence in the most suc-

cessful way, we should mostly focus on the implementa-

tion of the right of all children to enjoy their participation 

in school. Governments, parliaments, universities and all 

field specialists should work together to ensure that chil-

dren should be offered a safe, democratic and attractive 

school environment that develops their full potential, fa-

vours their free expression, teaches them to respect each 

other’s rights through experience and dialogue, cultivates 

their responsibilities, gives them the opportunity to work 

and be creative in groups, facilitates the building of bonds 

and the peaceful resolution of all con" icts, and practically 

rejects every form of violence and discrimination.

In order to successfully cope with bullying and cyberbully-

ing, we mostly need legislation and administration to focus 

on securing positive functions and rights-based activities 

in schools, strengthening their character as democratic 

communities and steadily improving their own pedagogic 

tools and internally- agreed regulations, by appropriately 

training, guiding and supervising teachers instead of turn-

ing to and being dependent on penal mechanisms and 

external “specialists”.
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2. U-Report: children and young people are agents of social change

María Luisa Sotomayor

technologies can also adapt to the behaviours and chan-

nels the community already uses. Asking a community 

to adapt their behaviour to fit with specific channels and 

technologies that are foreign to them would be an ad-

ditional barrier that would negatively impact an already 

under-represented group. Therefore, civic technologies 

must offer varied means of participation, so each audi-

ence may choose the technology which best accommo-

dates their context.

Another question raised when we think of ICTs as a fer-

tile land for youth engagement and participation, is “has 

participation changed with digital technologies?” An 

immediate response would likely be “yes, it has”, but 

we must examine whether it is participation that has 

changed, if society has changed, or if participation has 

actually changed because of societal transitions. An inter-

esting way of looking at this comes from what Heinmans 

and Timms refer to as “new power”. Through this power 

framework they reveal that “a much more interesting and 

complex transformation is just beginning, one driven by 

a growing tension between two distinct forces: old pow-

er and new power”.14 The latter is made by many; it is 

open, participatory and peer-driven. This new framework 

shares, uploads and distributes, and the goal today is to 

learn how to channel the different models of new power 

(such as governance, economy and participation, to name 

a few). People under the age of 30 are the demographic 

most heavily engaged with new power,15 especially in ar-

eas where young people have a higher access to ICTs. In 

these places, “a common assumption is emerging: We all 

have an inalienable right to participate. For earlier gen-

erations, participation might have meant only the right to 

vote in elections every few years or maybe to join a union 

or religious community. Today, people increasingly expect 

to actively shape or create many aspects of their lives.”16

It might just be the way society is evolving, but ”new 

power” values also meet many of today’s social networks 

and civic technology principles including: informal, opt-in 

Introduction

Over the last few years, Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) have taken a dominant position in the 

lives of children and young people, to the extent that they 

now rely on the Internet for a wide range of basic needs 

and rights.7 Globally, it is estimated that one-third of all 

Internet users are children,8 that children are spending 

more and more time online and that they start using the 

Internet at younger ages than ever before. Although chil-

dren’s access to ICTs is highest in high-income countries, 

the rapid expansion of affordable, accessible Internet 

through mobile technologies in low- and middle-income 

countries means that children are gaining access to the 

Internet worldwide. Even in countries where the overall 

Internet penetration is relatively low, usage among young 

people is sometimes as much as double the national av-

erage.9 This immediate and ongoing access to ICTs has 

redefined both participation and engagement for young 

communities. With this newfound access comes great op-

portunity for change - real change. 

Participation, at its core, is linked to one’s access to infor-

mation,10 and when we examine participation, “it is nec-

essary to consider power differentials in terms of social 

class, age, gender, race, and ethnicity, because they af-

fect both of" ine and online worlds and constrain access 

to opportunities”.11 Young people are doubly affected - in 

the decision-making process they tend to be under-rep-

resented, and they are also not a homogeneous group. 

According to Andrés Lombana-Bermudez, “Not all youth 

and children have access to the same social, cultural, hu-

man, financial, and technology resources.”12

Are ICTs, then, a democratic source for ensuring youth 

participation and engagement? Not necessarily, due to 

behavioural norms. We know that “civic technologies are 

gaining increasing interest as a way to engage hard-to-

reach populations in community planning and decision 

making.”13 However, we must ensure that these civic 
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decision making, self-organizing, networked governance, 

open source collaboration, crowd wisdom, sharing, radi-

cal transparency, do–it-ourselves, short-term, and more 

overall participation. Complete transparency, and the 

gradual process of getting there, particularly draws atten-

tion, as “the shift towards increasing transparency is de-

manding a response in kind from institutions and leaders, 

who are challenged to rethink the way they engage with 

their constituents.”17

In summary, to properly address under-represented com-

munities who most likely share new power rules and have 

access to a range of ICT tools and to encourage a positive 

use of the Internet for improving their lives, we must:

       
drive participation with the goal of achieving change. 

        
different audiences and communities.

        
“new power” characteristics: transparent, open, en-

gaging, easy to access, used by many, adaptable to 

different audiences and shareable. 

       
young people foster their security and well-being. 

In the next two sections of this article we’ll look at a few 

examples of civic technologies used to protect children 

from violence, exploitation and abuse.

How ICTs are used to protect children from 
violence, exploitation, and abuse 

While it is widely recognized that the rapid expansion of 

ICTs has revolutionized children’s access to information, 

education health services, entertainment and social net-

works, ICTs can also reinforce inequities among children 

and lead to harmful consequences and risks to their safety, 

personal development and well-being. Although children 

have long been exposed to violence and exploitation, ICTs 

have changed the scale, form, impact and opportunity for 

the abuse of children everywhere. Many children are now 

experiencing widespread victimization through online 

bullying, harassment and intimidation: being groomed 

online for sexual encounters; and even victimized in child 

sexual abuse materials or through live streaming of their 

sexual abuse. 

At the same time, ICTs help protect children and reduce 

risks of violence, exploitation and abuse. Mobile and digit-

al technology is being used to gather and transmit data by 

child protection service providers facilitating for example: 

birth registration, case management, data collection and 

mapping of violence. Increasingly the Internet and mo-

bile phones also provide important reporting mechanisms 

for different forms of violence, exploitation and abuse. 

Child helplines, for instance, have become key compo-

nents of an effective response to violence against chil-

dren. Through helplines, children and families can report 

violence, receive counselling, and be referred to appropri-

ate support services. Increasingly, child helplines rely on 

ICTs for service provision, providing web-based services 

including online chat and reaching children through email 

services and text messages. The introduction of ICTs into 

the child helpline services often increases the demand for 

these services. For example, in Kenya when the helpline 

introduced text messaging, the demand for helpline serv-

ices increased 20 times.18 

Countries are also moving beyond traditional helplines, 

creating innovative platforms including online platforms, 

social media and mobile phone applications for the re-

porting of violence, exploitation and abuse. The use of 

ICTs in these services often helps children voice their con-

cerns and reach out for help. This, in turn, increases the 

number of reports of violence and the demand for ICT 

services as children may feel these services are a more 

readily accessible, anonymous, confidential and safe 

means of reaching out for help.

UNICEF is working with governments, civil society and the 

private sector to set up child friendly reporting mecha-

nisms for reporting violence, such as child helplines, 

online platforms and mobile applications. This is taking 

place in a number of countries including Albania, Algeria, 

Brazil, Hungary, Kenya, Madagascar and Serbia. In Brazil, 

UNICEF, in collaboration with the Government, CEDECA 

(a Brazilian NGO) and IlhaSoft, launched the “Proteja 

Brasil”19 application in 2014, through which reports of 

violence and exploitation can be made to authorities. As 

a result of the launch of “Proteja Brasil”, during the 2014 

World Cup, operators of the 100-hotline received more 

than 15,000 calls, representing a 17% increase from the 

previous year. In 2015, the “Proteja Brasil” app was up-

graded to process online child sexual abuse complaints, 

and it shares the same database as the 100-hotline, re-

sulting in an improved coordination of case data sharing. 
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In Albania, the “ISIGURT”, mobile application was devel-

oped with UNICEF’s support to enhance the “National 

Platform for Child Safety Online”.20 To date, “ISIGURT” 

has successfully served as an information-sharing and re-

porting channel with 40 cases of online child sexual abuse 

having been reported. 

Hotlines that enable the general public to anonymously 

report child sexual abuse materials and other content 

that they suspect is illegal in their country are another key 

component in an effective response to violence against 

children. These channels are critical for the effective re-

porting and removal of child sexual abuse materials. In 

Serbia, with UNICEF support, the “Net Patrol Hotline”21 

was upgraded through a mobile application22 to allow 

reports from mobile phones and other devices. This up-

grade resulted in a more than doubling of the number 

of reports received per month (from an average of 40 to 

100) following its launch in February 2016. 

Finally, the Internet, social media platforms and mobile 

networks play an important role in awareness raising 

campaigns on violence prevention by facilitating messag-

ing to a larger audience. In Madagascar, collaboration 

with three major telecommunication companies (Airtel, 

Orange and Telma), and four ISPs (Airtel, Blueline, Orange 

and Telma), representing over 70% of all mobile subscrib-

ers, led to over seven million Internet and mobile phone 

users being provided with information about online risks 

for children. Further, UNICEF’s first-ever digital youth en-

gagement campaign, #ReplyForAll, which was launched 

in June 2016 as part of UNICEF’s End Violence Online 

Campaign, successfully leveraged social media channels 

and platforms to give adolescents relevant information 

about online risks, prevention, and reporting. This cam-

paign reached approximately 2.6 million viewers. 

U-Report: civic technology for youth

ICTs are a powerful tool for engaging as well as protect-

ing children, when being used for that purpose. U-Report 

shows us how. U-Report is a large scale messaging tool, 

powered by UNICEF and partners, designed to give young 

people and communities a chance to voice their opinions 

on issues that they care about, report on what is happen-

ing in their community and receive messages with valu-

able, sometimes life-saving, information. 

To start, young people opt in through the channel that 

best fits their social context (SMS, Twitter, Facebook 

Messenger, U-Report App or Telegram). Once they have 

joined, they then receive weekly polls on various issues 

on which they can give their opinions. The collective poll 

results are visualized on a public dashboard. Afterwards, 

collected data is used to achieve social change by show-

ing decision makers popular opinions and experiences U-

Reporters have shared about issues that matter to them. 

Through U-Report channels, young people and their com-

munities use real time data to become agents of change.

U-Report was born in Uganda in 2011 via SMS, and the 

original purpose of U-Report as a youth empowerment 

tool was (and is) to create a global movement of young 

people whose views and opinions could be gathered at 

scale and mapped in real time. By using a basic mobile 

phone to send and receive messages the tool was open 

to even the most disadvantaged and marginalized people, 

including women and children. The theory of change was 

founded on people being able to express themselves in 

vast numbers creating a virtual voice so loud that leaders 

would have to listen and make decisions based on their 

collective views. As change-makers and policy in" uenc-

ers, U-Reporters would become empowered. 

With U-Report, a few things are accomplished at once: 

young people become empowered by gaining access to 

information and having a say on issues that impact them, 

and governments are able to make better-informed deci-

sions. 

Originally, UNICEF’s role in fulfilling this purpose was to 

provide the technical support required, supporting scale-

up and utilizing UNICEF relationships with government 

to partner and use the information for a valuable social 

purpose. Early Ugandan partners included the Ministry of 

Labour, Gender and Social Development, which also in-

cluded the Commissioner for Youth. 

As soon as U-Report began to scale in Uganda other ap-

plications for the U-Report data became obvious, and it 

was evident that while youth empowerment and civic en-

gagement was the original vision, there were applications 

to many aspects of community development; there was a 

much wider group of potential beneficiaries than original-

ly envisaged. Over time the applications of U-Report have 

evolved to address certain issues for a variety of popula-

tion groups including children, adolescents, youth, adults, 

mothers, victims of abuse, and women in general, many 

of whom can be considered under-represented commu-

nities. At the same time, the use cases have expanded 
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dramatically. U-Report has been used to encourage sexual 

reproductive health behaviour change, promote safe elec-

tions, coordinate UNICEF field responses, educate farmers 

and even to connect Members of Parliament to constitu-

ents. Actions and engagements have been coordinated 

across the globe on HIV/AIDS, bullying and women’s 

economic empowerment, none of which was part of the 

original vision, but all of which have been important con-

tributions to community-led development.23 

U-Report is a tool whose evolution is driven by demand 

for data and UNICEF has aimed to ensure U-Report fea-

tures are developed to meet this demand. As of July 2016, 

U-Report is live in 24 countries,24 has more than 2.2 mil-

lion registered U-Reporters, and has enabled different 

channels of engagement, so that young people may par-

ticipate through the means that best fit their contexts: 

SMS (so that the programmes continue to reach the most 

vulnerable communities), Twitter, Facebook Messenger, 

Telegram and the U-Report App available on Android and 

IOS.

The strength of U-Report is that, along with these evo-

lutionary cycles, the tool changes to support new needs 

and demands. As the technology improves, the speed of 

implementation, data analytics and modes of communica-

tion with U-Reporters also improve, so it becomes easier, 

faster and cheaper to set up, and arguably more effective. 

The one constant is the data type: this comes from com-

munities. Effectiveness thereafter falls on the decisions of 

the stakeholder(s) to apply or not apply U-Report data 

in solving dynamic development challenges. To date, U-

Report has been used in a variety of ways including to 

in" uence government programmes and policies, to in" u-

ence behaviour change and counselling, to in" uence in-

ternational policy and in emergency response.25

ICTs are presented today as an opportunity to monitor 

and report issues and to speak out and share opinions. 

But how can we assure that data is used in a positive way 

and to achieve change? Technology does not achieve 

change, humans achieve change. That’s why civic tech-

nologies need to be built with clear purposes and goals. 

The purpose of U-Report is to: 

        
that matter to them 

      
and governments 

         -

bal levels 

       -

stituents 

       
strengthen programmes 

    

To achieve these outcomes, in each one of the countries 

where U-Report is based the programme has three goals: 

scale, engage and achieve positive change. 

U-Report has to scale in each country, ensure marginal-

ized populations are included, and then generate volumes 

of important data that can be used at local levels for 

programme monitoring and for local/national decision-

making. In order to acquire useful and current data, U-

Reporters must remain engaged. This requires incentives 

that keep U-Reporters interested, such as knowledge 

sharing, being involved in movements they feel passion-

ate about, and a belief their voice will lead to the final 

objective: positive social change. For change to happen, a 

stakeholder must apply U-Reporter data to change a situ-

ation identified either in advance or as a result of U-Report 

messages. A stakeholder can be the government, UNICEF 

staff, a UNICEF sister agency, civil society organizations, a 

community movement, or U-Reporters themselves. 

Using U-Report to improve the lives of young 
people

U-Report has the ability to reach a large number of chil-

dren and young people - at very low cost and via different 

channels - and to overcome traditional challenges of dis-

tance or remoteness and secure children’s participation.26 

Collecting real time data can, in fact, help improve young 

people’s lives when being used in the advocacy process. 

U-Report does not intend to provide scientific data, or 

survey samples, as it is not a survey tool. Rather, it is a 

participation tool which can add value to scientific data. 

As such, it reaches out to children, young people and their 

communities, and helps collect information from partici-

pation. Through U-Report, UNICEF country offices and 

partners are asking young people what they know, and 

their responses can help achieve change if used in advoca-

cy processes by stakeholders. Through civic technologies 

today, we are seeing how youth participation is shifting 

from asking people what they think, to also asking people 
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what they know, and considering their answers valuable 

data that can be utilized to achieve change. 

Given that U-Report is a tool by the people and for the 

people, collected information is first shared with U-

Reporters. Throughout time, and in line with advocacy 

goals and programmes, data is shared inside UNICEF and 

other agencies, with civil society and other organizations, 

and ultimately with governments and policy makers for 

achieving social change. It takes time, scale and data ad-

vocacy to achieve expected outcomes.

The same ICT channels, through which children may be 

victims of violence, can also become tools used to learn 

about their experiences and protect their rights. In May 

2016, U-Report ran a global poll about bullying, engaging 

more than 100,000 young people in over 20 countries 

simultaneously. The information was requested by the Of-

fice of the Special Representative of the Secretary General 

on Violence against Children (OSRSG-VAC) to include in 

the report, Protecting Children Against Violence, request-

ed by the General Assembly to the Secretary General. 

The same set of questions was sent to all U-Reporters in 

Senegal27, Mexico28, Uganda29, Sierra Leone30, Liberia31, 

Mozambique32, Ukraine33, Chile34, Malaysia35, Nigeria36, 

Swaziland37, Pakistan38, Ireland39, Burkina Faso40, Mali41, 

Guinea42, Indonesia43, Zambia and the U-Report Global44 

platform where anyone from anywhere in the world can 

join and participate.

Results varied from country to country, but overall, 88.6% 

of U-Reporters stated that bullying is a problem, and 67% 

replied “yes” when being asked if they had ever been a 

victim of bullying. The poll also addressed the reasons for 

being bullied, why bullying happens in school, and what 

should governments be doing to stop it. Findings were 

particularly revealing around who victims talk to when 

they are bullied: one third of U-Reporters decided not to 

tell anyone (as they perceived bullying as something nor-

mal), one quarter of victims did not know who to tell and 

almost half of U-Reporters did not tell anyone because 

they were either afraid or ashamed of doing so. 

U-Reporters’ views on what the solution to bullying 

should be directly relates to the programme’s participa-

tory nature: over eight in ten children and young people 

believe they need to be part of the solution by raising 

awareness and addressing bullying in school. Less than 

one in ten believe the approach should be just legal prohi-

bition, and even fewer believe that bullying will decrease 

or disappear by training teachers. This provided valuable 

insights for the few countries which have since taken their 

own approach to addressing bullying. In Ukraine, 38% 

of U-Reporters told no one about being bullied mostly 

because they were shy (40%).45 Only 4% told their teach-

ers46 and 56% of U-Reporters said that teachers should 

be properly trained to help stop bullying, revealing that 

teachers should also be considered as a target audience 

when helping to prevent bullying. These results caused 

UNICEF’s Youth and Education section in their Ukraine 

office to re-evaluate the way they were addressing bul-

lying. And the Commissioner of the President of Ukraine 

for Children’s Rights published on his Facebook page the 

results of the poll suggesting the need to “listen to the 

kids, show interest in their lives and build trusting rela-

tionships for tackling child violence”. With these U-Report 

poll results, UNICEF Ukraine started to plan an anti-bul-

lying campaign in Ukrainian schools to reduce violence 

among children. Results were also presented to the Om-

budsman for Child Rights, who was invited to take part 

in the strategy and campaign. Involving young people in 

their campaign planning strategy was also an outcome of 

the U-Report poll, as results showed that young people 

were willing to be part of the solution by sharing their 

knowledge and views on such a delicate issue that di-

rectly affects them. UNICEF’s reaction in Ukraine showed 

a capacity to embrace real time information, which, as we 

have seen, provides an excellent opportunity to stop and 

rethink strategies. 

S
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As stated previously, technology doesn’t achieve change, 

humans do. If being used properly, real time information 

can help determine the direction that programmes to sup-

port children and young people should take, and can help 

shape the way in which authorities address problems. 

The actions taken by UNICEF Ukraine provide an excel-

lent example of using real time information to reshape 

the way of addressing a problem, by transforming young 

people’s knowledge into actionable insights. U-Report 

receives data from U-Reporters, then uses it to achieve 

positive social change, and then shares it back with the 

same young people who initially provided it. By circling 

back to U-Reporters with results, UNICEF encourages 

young people to move from participation to engagement. 

Providing that stakeholders make responsible and prompt 

use of the U-Report data they receive, U-Report can help 

motivate young people to continue to engage in issues, 

to become agents of change and to use ICT’s to improve 

their well-being.

ICTs: empowerment, participation and protection

It is estimated that a third of all internet users are chil-

dren.47 With this growing population of children online, 

we are facing the enormous challenge of understanding 

when and how ICTs can help protect children and young 

people from violence, exploitation and abuse. We know 

that ICTs are excellent participation and engagement tools 

and that they can also reinforce inequities and present 

risks that can lead to harmful consequences regarding 

children’s safety, personal development, and wellbeing. 

Therefore, as children gain access to ICTs, and as civic 

technologies are designed to encourage children and 

young people to shape their own lives and adopt positive 

change, we must acknowledge associated risks, and put 

the needs and well-being of the community at the core of 

any system or programme. When designed with children’s 

best interest in mind, ICTs can help foster a child’s right to 

participate in his or her present and future.

We also must continue to ask: “How do ICTs embrace 

today’s “new power” values and assure children’s and 

young people’s right to participate through open, trans-

parent and easy-to-access channels?”, “How can we 

make them available to different audiences?” and “How 

can the Internet help protect children and young people 

from violence, abuse and exploitation, while providing the 

mechanisms for empowering them to in" uence the de-

cision-making process?” These seem to be today’s main 

challenges when shaping civic technologies for children 

and young audiences.

Through ICTs like U-Report, we have connected commu-

nities to their decision makers with more information fast-

er than ever before. However, we must always remember 

that technology is just a means to an end: the remaining 

challenges are how the collected information is used to 

achieve social change and how to ensure children’s safety 

while using ICTs.

Technology by itself does not achieve change; humans 

achieve change, and ICTs, when used responsibly, can 

help us get there.
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3. The role of independent human rights institutions in preventing and responding to 
bullying

Anne Lindboe and Anders Cameron 

of the measures that need to be in place to tackle tradi-

tional bullying will also have effect on cyberbullying. 

What are independent human rights institutions 
for children?

Independent human rights institutions for children take 

many forms. Some countries, including the Nordic coun-

tries, have separate ombudsman institutions for children. 

Other countries have chosen different models – for exam-

ple by including protection and promotion of children’s 

rights in the mandate of a wider, more general national 

institution for human rights or a human rights commis-

sion. Even though there are differences both with regard 

to structure, mandate and working methods, independ-

ent human rights institutions for children should fulfill 

some minimum standards. The Paris Principles48 and the 

General Comment no. 2 by the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child49 formulate some criteria which in-

clude, among others:

    



  

Having a clear mandate and power means being estab-

lished by law, preferably through a constitutional man-

date. The institution should have a broad mandate to 

investigate, issue reports and give statements. It is a pre-

requisite to fulfill this mandate that the institution can 

access any relevant information and documentation and 

access institutions and other facilities for children. The 

mandate should be linked to monitoring the state’s imple-

mentation of the CRC.

An independent institution is free to set its own agenda. 

The appointment process of the ombudsperson or com-

missioner must be transparent, and the institution must 

have financial and operational autonomy. This independ-

Introduction

“Getting beat up doesn’t hurt, but the psychological stuff 

really hurts. It ruins your life. Your life is stolen from you. 

It’s loss of freedom, that’s what bullying is”. This quote 

from a 19-year-old boy who suffered many years of bul-

lying in school shows how serious bullying or cyberbully-

ing over time can constitute grave human rights offences. 

Bullying limits children’s fundamental right to develop and 

reach their full potential. There can be no doubt that bul-

lying and cyberbullying should be on the agenda of inde-

pendent human rights institutions for children, and that 

such institutions can make a difference for both children 

that are bullied and the children that bully others.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is 

almost universally ratified, and there is a broad global 

consensus to protect the rights of children. Still, children 

as a group are nearly invisible in many countries. Their 

voices and roles in policy making and budgeting are weak 

or non-existent. There is an enormous gap between chil-

dren’s rights on paper and the reality in the communities 

where they live. This is the main reason why independent 

human rights institutions for children are needed. These 

should be strong, independent institutions that can voice 

children’s interests in society and ensure that policies to 

secure children’s rights are developed and implemented.

In this article we will give a short outline of what inde-

pendent human rights institutions for children’s rights are, 

and then we will elaborate on their role in the protection 

of children against bullying and cyberbullying, using ex-

amples from the work of the Ombudsman for Children 

in Norway. 

We will use the term bullying in a wide sense, not dis-

tinguishing between bullying and cyberbullying. In our 

work, we see that most cases involve both bullying and 

cyberbullying. Cyberbullying has some important distinct 

features that need to be addressed, but essentially many 
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ence relies heavily on the professionalism and account-

ability of the leader and the staff.

To voice children’s interests in society and have profound 

knowledge of children’s lives and problems, it is crucial for 

the institution to be accessible to children – to be in direct 

contact with children through various channels. Children 

should in" uence the work and priorities of the institution, 

and a core value for the institution should be to bring 

children’s experiences and views into the rooms where 

decisions are made.

More than 70 countries have established an independent 

human rights institution for children50. These institutions 

are an important resource to highlight the profound prob-

lems bullying and cyberbullying represent in children’s 

lives, potentially causing severe damage to health, learn-

ing and children’s ability to develop and reach their full 

potential. Besides monitoring and reporting to interna-

tional bodies like the CRC, they can inspire policy-making 

and implementation of policies and give important sup-

port to children and families in individual cases where bul-

lying isn’t addressed by schools or responsible authorities. 

In the following sections we will describe how independ-

ent human rights institutions for children can work along 

all these lines to prevent and respond to bullying.

Handling individual cases

Some independent human rights institutions for children 

handle individual complaints, others do not. The ones that 

formally handle individual complaints can have an impact 

in both individual cases and more generally through their 

practice. The Ombudsman for Children in Norway doesn’t 

handle individual complaints formally, but we follow many 

cases through the complaints system. Through advice to 

children, families, schools, and other relevant parties, we 

help in securing for children a safe school environment. 

This work also gives us important knowledge that can be 

used to improve the system that prevents, detects and 

stops bullying.

Many children and parents contact the ombudsman’s of-

fice to ask for help in serious bullying cases. Our main 

task is to give them information about their rights, and 

through that information empower them to claim these 

rights. In many cases, neither the children, the parents nor 

the schools have sufficient knowledge about children’s 

rights to a safe school environment, the school’s obliga-

tions to secure this right and the procedural provisions 

that are in place to secure rule of law. In many cases, quite 

basic advice can make a big change for children. Here are 

some examples:

         -

ual bullying cases. Helping children and parents claim 

documentation can make things change, and is very 

important if they decide to complain later.

          -

ten decision in individual cases. This is sometimes 

neglected. Informing parents and children about this 

right and the basic elements of a decision can have 

great impact on the case. 

        
about the possibility to complain. Giving information 

about the complaints system and the formal steps that 

need to be taken before filing a complaint can be of 

great importance, for example by reducing the time 

before a complaint is filed and handled.

Some cases are very complex, and they raise more fun-

damental questions that need to be addressed. An inde-

pendent human rights institution for children can bring 

such cases to the attention of relevant authorities, often 

with some clear recommendations about measures that 

need to be made to solve the case or prevent similar cases 

in the future.

The mandates of independent human rights institutions 

often grant them access to information that is not fully ac-

cessible for anyone else. This makes it possible to look into 

all different aspects of a case. In many cases, the ordinary 

complaints and monitoring system will be sectoral: one 

institution is responsible for complaints and monitoring in 

education, another in health and a third in justice. They 

limit their investigations to their own sector and legal 

framework, and are often unable to see the whole situa-

tion of the child because there is significant information 

that they can’t access due to confidentiality rules. Looking 

into all aspects of a case, however, is very important to 

detect holes in the safety net.

Independent human rights institutions can use the insight 

they get from individual cases to point to more general 

problems or to map areas in need of further investigation. 

The strength of independent human rights institutions is 

that they can see the whole case, and that their mandate 

is seldom limited to one specific sector, like many other 

complaints’ mechanisms. They can also generalize infor-
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mation from individual cases and use the information to 

raise awareness or in" uence policy making.

Awareness raising – making decision-makers see 
the challenges

In too many countries, the issue of bullying of children is 

not high enough on the public and political agenda. This 

may have several causes, the root cause probably being 

the issue pinpointed by the UN Committee on the Rights 

of the Child in general comment number 14: “Children 

have less possibility than adults to make a strong case for 

their own interests and those involved in decisions affect-

ing them must be explicitly aware of their interests. If the 

interests of children are not highlighted, they tend to be 

overlooked.”51

Independent monitoring mechanisms can have an im-

portant role in raising awareness about prevalence and 

the potentially very grave consequences of bullying both 

among decision makers and in the general public. Individ-

ual cases can be used to highlight the gravity of bullying; 

reports and results from more general monitoring work 

can shed light on the prevalence of bullying and on other 

relevant issues, like regional differences, and also high-

light the specific groups of children that are more often 

subjected to bullying than others. 

In Norway the Ombudsman for Children has been work-

ing to raise awareness about bullying for many years. We 

were among the institutions that initiated the “Manifesto 

against bullying”. The first manifesto was signed by the 

Norwegian prime minister in 2002, and different stake-

holders – municipalities, labor organizations and groups 

of parents co-signed. The core of the manifesto was to 

establish a binding cooperation in which all parties to 

the agreement pledged to work systematically to end all 

bullying in schools. The Manifesto has been revised and 

changed through the years, and the Ombudsman is no 

longer a direct party to the agreement – the effect on the 

prevalence of bullying is also debatable. It is not question-

able, however, that the notion of a coordinated, concrete 

effort from several different stakeholders has been an 

important way of raising awareness and creating public 

debate about bullying and its damaging effects.

Independent human rights institutions for children can 

play an important role in establishing such initiatives and 

shared efforts. Their independent nature and the man-

date to protect and promote children’s rights, give them 

a voice different from both NGOs (dependent on donors 

and/or members) and the government or local authorities 

(that have con" icting interests, being both responsible for 

the children in schools, the school professionals and the 

balance in the budget). Independent human rights insti-

tutions can take the children’s perspective and demand 

cooperation and joint efforts from all stakeholders with 

great legitimacy. 

Involving children in prevention and response

Article 12 of the CRC gives all children the right to be 

heard and participate in decisions that affect them. The 

right to participation is one of the fundamental principles 

of the Convention. Still, in most countries, children aren’t 

necessarily heard, and their views aren’t taken into ac-

count in individual cases or in policy making.

One of the most important roles of an independent hu-

man rights institution for children, is to underline the ob-

ligation to ask children their opinions, and to give their 

views due weight before making a decision. Independ-

ent human rights institutions for children can play an 

important role in ensuring that school administrations, 

complaints bodies and monitoring mechanisms listen to 

children in their work against bullying and in developing a 

safe school environment.

The complaints and monitoring system for education in 

Norway has not been good at involving children direct-

ly. The system has gathered children’s views indirectly, 

through parents and/or representatives of the school. In 

bullying cases however, as in many other cases, this will 

often not give a real picture of children’s views or needs. 

There may be a con" ict of interest, both between the 

school and the child, and between the child and the par-

ents. In some of the cases that we have received in the 

Ombudsman’s office, this is very clear in at least two ways: 

         
point be so emotionally exhausted that they lose sight 

of the child’s best interest – and instead end up in an 

unsolvable con" ict with the school and other services 

that are actually there to help their child.

         -

tain a friendly, positive school environment, talking 

directly to children is crucial. The children can provide 

important information that the adults usually can’t, for 

example explain what areas in the school are safe or 

unsafe, where the adults can see you and where you 
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can hide and how the social system between students 

is organized. 

The Ombudsman’s office has worked through many dif-

ferent channels to raise awareness of the importance of 

listening to children directly. We have participated at con-

ferences for school administrators and worked system-

atically to ensure that children’s right to participation is 

incorporated in legal provisions and administrative stand-

ards both on a national and a regional level. 

This has resulted in more children being heard in the com-

plaints system, and also in changes to procedural guide-

lines for monitoring that now stress the obligation to listen 

to children directly and to document children’s views and 

take them into account. This work is at the core of what 

independent human rights institutions for children should 

do: It helps implement the fundamental principles of the 

CRC in the education system.

Child participation and child perspective in policy 
making

Independent human rights institutions for children can 

have an important impact on policy making, being their 

country’s leading experts on children’s rights. They have 

the important role of upholding a clear child perspective in 

policy processes where con" icting interests easily distract 

the decision makers from the interests of the children that 

are affected. Independent human rights institutions for 

children have a natural role in stating their opinions clearly 

throughout the policy making process, and in participat-

ing in public debates about important new policies for 

children. In the following example we want to illustrate 

how children themselves, through an independent human 

rights institution, can have an impact on policy making.

In 2013 the Norwegian Minister for Education ordered a 

commission to review all parts of the education system 

to secure for all children their right to a safe school envi-

ronment. The commission gathered the views of experts 

and practitioners, but they had no direct information from 

children with experience of serious bullying. The Ombuds-

man’s office therefore gathered a group of 23 children 

that had been bullied in school. We call such groups of 

children “young experts”52 – they are experts on their 

own experiences, and they always have important knowl-

edge that older experts tend to miss out on – simply for 

not being young today and being further away from the 

experiences of young people. 

The information from the children was gathered in the 

report “I want to have good dreams”,53 a report that shed 

light on both the very serious consequences of bullying, 

and of some important " aws in the systems that needed 

to be addressed by the new policy. Nearly all the chil-

dren in the expert group told us that they hadn’t been 

heard and taken seriously when they reported bullying. 

Through very concrete examples they illustrated how the 

bullying they had experienced over time constituted seri-

ous breaches of their basic human rights – like the right 

to protection against violence and the right to education. 

The commission took the children’s views very seriously, 

and proposed many changes that were in line with the 

recommendations made by the children, for example con-

tinuous work on prevention in all schools, and including 

the children’s right to be heard explicitly in the Education 

Act. 

The group of young experts also met with the Minister of 

Education. One of the issues they raised most loudly and 

insistently was the fact that children aren’t taken seriously 

when they complain. At first the Minister told the children 

that the adults in their schools were taking them seriously 

– but listening to the children’s stories, he eventually un-

derstood that not all the adults were doing this.

Policy makers need to listen to children. The young ex-

perts have had a great impact on the proposed policy 

changes in Norway on bullying in schools and kindergar-

tens. This year, the Norwegian Parliament will pass legal 

and other measures to make the complaints system more 

child friendly and accessible to children, to raise aware-

ness and knowledge among teachers and other school 

professionals, and to impose sanctions on schools who 

don’t comply with their legal obligation to prevent and 

stop bullying. 

Demanding accountability

To address bullying – both online and in schools, the re-

sponsible authorities need basic information about for 

example the prevalence of bullying, especially involving 

vulnerable groups, and of the differences related to age 

and gender. They also need information about effective 

policies, methods, and programmes to reduce bullying 

behaviour. Too often, schools have been laboratories for 

methods with poor or no real evidence based effect. Re-

sponsible authorities, eager to act, can easily be tempted 

into implementing comprehensive, and often expensive, 
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universal programmes or action plans without a proper 

plan for implementation and without drawing on evi-

dence based effect.

Independent human rights institutions for children can 

demand that governments and local authorities gather 

the information they need as a basis for policy making 

and budgeting. Asking the right questions, to the right 

people, at the right time can have great impact on ac-

countability.

Another important aspect of accountability is to secure 

efficient budget tracking. It is important that the funds 

allocated to preventing and stopping bullying are in fact 

used for that purpose. Using funds meant for bullying 

prevention for other good causes might be tempting. 

In many countries, responsibility for education is placed 

at the local or regional administrative levels. This means 

that funds allocated by parliament in the state budget are 

transferred to the local or regional level, and that the par-

liament to a certain extent loses some control over the 

funds. 

Bullying is often seen as mainly a challenge for the educa-

tion sector. The responsibilities of other sectors, such as the 

justice or health sectors, can be more unclear. Independ-

ent human rights institutions can pinpoint the problems 

generated by silos and these unclear lines of responsibility. 

By highlighting such problems from the child’s perspec-

tive, the human rights institution can help build important 

bridges between sectors, and make politicians see the im-

portance of commitment to cross-sectoral responses to 

bullying both at the national and regional levels.

NGOs and other stakeholders also have an important role 

in demanding accountability, but the specific mandate of 

monitoring mechanisms give them both authority and an 

obligation to demand that responsible authorities gather 

the knowledge needed for accountable policy making and 

budgeting. Being completely independent is important 

in this respect – the independent institutions can have a 

clear child perspective, without regard to what donors, 

members or partner organizations think.

Monitoring and reporting

Most independent human rights institutions have an ex-

plicit obligation in their mandate to monitor the state’s 

implementation and compliance with one or more inter-

national conventions, or in the case of children, the CRC. 

This responsibility includes monitoring the situation for 

children, and reporting, both nationally (typically to the 

parliament) and to relevant international bodies. These 

core activities are of course great opportunities to high-

light the holes in the safety net for children when it comes 

to bullying. Each country has a different context, and the 

way institutions report vary significantly. Here are some 

examples of how we have reported on bullying to both 

national authorities and to the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child.

Reporting to the UN CRC Committee

In 2009 Norway submitted its fourth report on the imple-

mentation of the CRC. The Ombudsman for Children in 

Norway submitted a supplementary report54 highlighting 

issues that were not discussed in the state party’s report. 

Among the issues included in the supplementary report, 

was bullying in schools. The Ombudsman for Children’s 

main concern was that the system that should guarantee 

the children’s rights to a safe school environment didn’t 

have measures to enforce their decisions. If a child expe-

rienced an unsafe school environment, the family could 

issue a complaint to the County Governor. The County 

Governor would then investigate the case and make a 

decision. If the decision were that the school and/or mu-

nicipality hadn’t acted according to the law, there were 

no real sanctions available for the County Governor to 

enforce the law. The Ombudsman had received individual 

cases from families that, even though the decision of the 

County Governor was in favor of the child, had resulted in 

no real change in the way the school and/or municipality 

handled the case.

In 2010, after the examination of Norway by the UN CRC 

Committee, the committee issued its concluding obser-

vations.55 The committee was concerned about the high 

numbers of bullying cases reported in schools, and rec-

ommended the state party to strengthen its efforts to 

combat bullying in kindergartens and schools.

Clear recommendations from the UN Committee provide 

forceful arguments that both independent human rights 

institutions, civil society and other stakeholders can use in 

order to make decision makers give the necessary priority 

to such issues as bullying.
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Reporting to the national authorities

In 2009, at the same time as the Ombudsman reported 

concerns about the complaints system for children who 

experienced bullying to the UN, we also reported more 

extensively on the issue to national authorities in Norway. 

The report “The difference between having rights and the 

fulfilling of rights”56 was based on information from inter-

views with representatives of the complaints mechanism 

for children, with children and families and on documen-

tation from individual cases. It showed a monitoring and 

complaints system that was not child sensitive, received 

few complaints and was inefficient because it had no real 

possibilities of sanctioning its decisions.

The report was sent both to the Ministry of Education 

and distributed generally through the media. It sparked 

a debate on the real access to justice for children, and 

was the first, important step towards the acknowledge-

ment among politicians that there was a need for policy 

changes and changes in the legal framework to make 

the system child friendly and able to secure children their 

rights. After many debates, a two-year national inspec-

tion of safe school environments, and one more report 

from the Ombudsman for Children in 2012, the Minister 

for Education in 2013 ordered a commission to review all 

parts of the system to create safe school environments 

and to prevent and stop bullying.

The combined reporting to national authorities and to the 

UN Committee on the Rights of the Child were important 

steps on the way to initiate the important work on policy 

and legislation that we have described above. In 2009, 

at the time of the first reports, no other organizations or 

bodies were really concerned about the problems in the 

system that was supposed to protect children from bul-

lying. Had it not been for the independent human rights 

institution for children, the problems might have persisted 

even longer.

Conclusions

There are three features of independent human rights in-

stitutions for children that make them especially important 

in this work. The first is the pure, child rights perspective. 

While NGOs and official bodies may need to balance dif-

ferent interests, an independent human rights institution 

can build on a solid child rights perspective. This gives 

both legitimacy and impact. The second is the insight they 

can have into individual cases, and the ability to investigate 

the whole case, rather than being limited to one sector or 

legal framework. The third is their role as a spokesper-

son for children, both indirectly, but also directly, through 

gathering information from children themselves and thus 

bringing them to the decision-making table. 

Independent human rights institutions for children can 

have many roles in preventing and responding to bullying. 

Through addressing individual cases, raising awareness, 

contributing to policy making, demanding accountability, 

monitoring, and reporting human rights issues, institu-

tions can have a significant impact in protecting children 

against bullying and cyberbullying.
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Chapter II. Legislation and Public Policies

4. A national multi-facetted approach to prevent and address bullying and cyberbullying

Brian O’Neill

Forum (BIABF) where government and non-government 

agencies across the five jurisdictions (i.e. Northern Ireland, 

Republic of Ireland, England, Wales and Scotland) meet 

twice yearly to share information and best practice in the 

area.59

A similar collaborative approach to anti-bullying was also 

sponsored by the Scottish government and a national 

strategy developed by the Scottish Anti-Bullying Steering 

Group following consultation with a wide range of stake-

holders. The objective of government was therefore to 

build a consensus around what the approach to anti-bul-

lying measures should be: to communicate and promote 

a common vision; and to ensure effective joint action be-

tween relevant agencies and communities in support of a 

holistic approach towards anti-bullying in Scotland.60

What such initiatives share in common is a recognition 

that individual efforts by schools on their own are not 

enough to counteract bullying and violence in schools and 

that unified and coordinated action is needed to address 

what is a wider societal problem. Such efforts also bear 

out the increasing recognition given to bullying as a pri-

ority for public policy as a public health issue61 – as sup-

ported by the weight of international evidence on bullying 

behaviour and the seriousness with which it is viewed by 

educational and health professionals.

As defined by Jenkins, public policy refers to the “set of 

interrelated decisions taken by a political actor or group 

of actors concerning the selection of goals and the means 

of achieving them within a specified situation where 

these decisions should, in principle, be within the power 

of these actors to achieve”.62 Policy is thereby tied to the 

availability of resources as well as the distinct contexts 

within with which policy actions are implemented with 

the aim of achieving targeted solutions. Policy literature 

typically points towards the distinct stages of a policy 

making process, setting out, for example: the triggers and 

agenda setting that defines the policy goals; the policy 

formulation process itself and its legitimization within a 

Introduction

Since the first efforts to systematically study children’s 

experiences of bullying and harassment, particularly in 

school settings, it is now recognized that bullying is a 

complex problem that takes a variety forms and occurs 

in multiple locations including on new communications 

platforms. For this reason, the benefits of a multi-facetted 

approach at the national level are widely advocated to 

ensure that individual actors, such as schools, are not left 

isolated in their efforts to combat a phenomenon that 

appears to grow ever more prevalent. National responses 

to complex social issues such as bullying are required to 

ensure a coherent, consistent and holistic approach and 

to optimize resources and expertise for the widest ben-

efit. This chapter profiles the example of Ireland and in 

particular the work that contributed to the development 

of a national Action Plan on Bullying57 in 2013 as a case 

study to illustrate the challenges facing policy makers in 

responding to a major issue of public concern. The les-

sons learned from this and other equivalent examples 

point to the need for an overarching and comprehensive 

framework to sustain effective strategies in tackling and 

preventing bullying. 

Guiding framework for a national response

Multi-stakeholder action to combat bullying and violence 

in schools has been a feature of many national responses 

towards an issue that has gained in international research 

and public policy prominence. Ireland published its Action 

Plan on Bullying in 2013 joining a number of its closest 

neighbors in developing cross-sectoral, collaborative re-

sponses to supporting better outcomes for children. The 

Northern Ireland Anti-Bullying Forum (NIABF) was formed 

in 2004 by Save the Children, at the request of the De-

partment of Education, bringing together 25 regional 

statutory and voluntary sector organizations in a joint ef-

fort to combat bullying of children and young people in 

schools and in the wider community.58 The NIABF is also 

a constituent member of the British and Irish Anti-Bullying 
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social context; the stage of policy implementation; and 

ultimately the evaluation of policy programme and its suc-

cess in achieving its goals.63 The literature on the policy 

process offers a useful guide towards understanding 

what policy is and how it is developed. There is less con-

sensus, however, on what makes for good public policy 

or indeed the requirements for an effective or promising 

public policy intervention. 

A sample guiding framework for a national approach to 

bullying has been developed by O’Moore.64 Drawing on 

the recommendations of the WHO World Report on Vio-

lence and Health (2002), she characterizes the require-

ments of an effective national response to bullying as a 

series of steps, each of which add essential capacity and 

direct targeted attention to key stakeholder obligations 

and requirements.65 The distinct stages are summarized 

in Table 1. 

Table 1:  

Features of a National Response to Bullying66

Step Description 

1 Draw up, implement and monitor a national 

plan of action to prevent school bullying and 

violence. 

2 Enhance the capacity to collect data on 

school bullying and violence. 

3 Define priorities for, and support research 

on, the causes, consequences, costs and pre-

vention of school bullying and violence. 

4 Develop a national strategy to assist schools 

to prevent and reduce school bullying and 

violence.

5 Promote a media campaign to promote non-

violent values, attitudes and behaviour. 

6 Integrate School Bullying and Violence Pre-

vention into teacher education at both pre-

service and in-service levels.

7 Establish an advisory body for partners in 

education. 

8 Contribute to an international research net-

work.

9 Promote legislation to deal effectively with 

school bullying and violence.

The framework, as outlined by O’Moore, sets out the 

key elements of a coordinated national response to the 

problem of school bullying and violence. The framework 

encompasses multi-stakeholder collaboration and coordi-

nation; leveraging of multi-disciplinary expertise, includ-

ing state agencies, to deal with different dimensions of 

bullying; the building of research capacity to underpin 

evidence-based policy making; and the use of the media 

for awareness-raising and attainment of public support. 

Inspired by the WHO framework for mobilizing action in 

response to violence, it models the necessary conditions 

and the actions to be addressed by different stakeholders 

if the strategy is to be effective and sustainable.

Brief background: bullying in Ireland

In Ireland, as elsewhere, policy interest in the subject of 

bullying in schools came to prominence in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s as countries ranging from Great Britain, 

Australia, Japan, Canada and the United States began to 

pay serious attention to a phenomenon that up to then 

had neither been well-researched nor understood. Prior 

to this time, attention to the issue was largely confined 

to Scandinavian countries where, through the pioneer-

ing work of Dan Olweus,67 efforts to develop a more 

systematic understanding of bullying took root. There, 

for instance, through the use of the Olweus Bully/Victim 

Questionnaire, it was estimated that in 1983 some 15% 

of children aged 7 to 16 years in Norway and Sweden 

were involved in bullying either as victims or perpetra-

tors.68 The development of the Olweus anti-bullying pre-

vention and intervention strategy in the 1980s and 1990s 

provided the model for most subsequent school-based 

programmes and continues to exert significant in" uence 

on the field today.69 

Attention to the subject of bullying in Ireland was until the 

mid-1990s sporadic.70 1993 marked something of a turn-

ing point, however, with a national conference devoted 

to the subject71 and the publication of national guide-

lines for schools to deal with bullying at both primary and 

post-primary level.72 More extensive research followed 

with the first nationwide survey of bullying behaviour in 

schools funded by the Department of Education in 1993-

4. Based on a nationally representative sample of 20,422 

pupils aged 8 to 18 years, drawing on 10% of all primary 

schools and 27% of all post-primary schools, this was, to 

that point, the largest sample to date in the UK or Ireland 

and the only national study of bullying behaviour outside 

of the landmark Olweus nationwide study in Norway.73

By way of context, corporal punishment in Irish schools 

had been abolished in Ireland in 1982 by order of the Min-

ister for Education, and was accompanied by an overhaul 

of classroom discipline measures and implementation of 
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a more child-centered curriculum. Research conducted 

by the Department of Education indicated that while the 

level of classroom indiscipline remained low, a level of 

school-based violence was prevalent particularly in urban, 

economically disadvantaged schools.74

Findings from the 1993-94 survey found that 32.1% of 

primary school pupils and 15.6% of secondary school 

students reported having been bullied. Accordingly, 

O’Moore, founding Director of the National Anti-Bullying 

Research Centre and Rapporteur for the first Council of 

Europe-sponsored European seminar on school bullying 

in 1987, estimated that nearly one in four school children 

in Ireland were at risk of bullying either as bully or as vic-

tim.75 An anti-bullying programme, the Donegal Primary 

Schools Anti-Bullying Programme, following the Norwe-

gian ‘whole school’ approach, with simultaneous engage-

ment with each of the different groups within the school 

community: school management, teachers, parents and 

pupils, was found to be effective at a regional level.76 How-

ever, a subsequent intervention, the ‘ABC’ programme, 

while contributing important expertise and resources at 

the national level, struggled to achieve the same impact. 

Follow-up research in 2004-5 found, despite the intro-

duction of such programmes and the implementation 

of the ‘Guidelines on Countering Bullying Behaviour in 

Primary and Post-Primary Schools’, a higher incidence of 

victimization among both primary and secondary schools 

with risks of involvement in bullying among post-primary 

pupils rising from 26.5% in 1993-4 to 36.4% in 2004-5.77

The insidious effects of school-based bullying were ech-

oed in a national consultation with children and young 

people, coordinated by the Ombudsman for Children’s 

Office (OCO).78 Noting that bullying was among the top 

five issues raised most frequently in education-related 

complaints, the Ombudsman recommended that future 

efforts be supported by the education system as a whole 

and be “reinforced by wider community/societal initia-

tives that combat discriminatory attitudes and promote a 

culture of respect for human rights”.79

Towards a national approach

Responding to what was perceived as a serious problem 

of bullying in schools as well as a wider societal phenom-

enon of gender-based violence, the coalition government 

established by the political parties of Fine Gael and Labour 

included in their Programme for Government a commit-

ment “to encourage schools to develop anti-bullying poli-

cies and in particular, strategies to combat homophobic 

bullying”.80 A national Anti-Bullying Forum was convened 

in May 2012, jointly sponsored by the Department of Edu-

cation & Skills and the newly established Department of 

Children & Youth Affairs.81

At the same time, the Minister for Education & Skills also 

established a Working Group to tackle bullying, includ-

ing homophobic bullying, cyberbullying and racist bully-

ing. The Minister also launched a national consultation, 

inviting submissions from relevant stakeholders as well 

as members of the public on the options available and 

actions required. The outcomes and recommendations 

from both the consultation and the national Forum were 

assessed by a multi-stakeholder Working Group which 

included relevant government departments and state 

agencies, NGOs and representative student and youth 

groups. Following further consultation with experts and 

relevant sectoral groups, the Working Group produced 

its new Action Plan on Bullying, launched jointly in Janu-

ary 2013 by the then Ministers for Education and Skills 

and Minister for Children and Youth Affairs.82

The Action Plan on Bullying presents a national, govern-

ment-backed approach to tackling bullying in schools 

while promoting an anti-bullying culture based on diver-

sity and inclusiveness. The plan offers a revised and up-

dated definition of bullying to ensure that all forms are 

captured and outlines twelve action points, including new 

anti-bullying procedures, training supports for schools, 

evaluation mechanisms, measures to promote awareness-

raising and new research initiatives. 

The key features of the plan may be summarized as fol-

lows: 

1. New national anti-bullying procedures for schools 

 A significant feature of the approach is the updat-

ing of the original 1993 guidelines issued to schools 

as well as the template, published in 2006, to assist 

schools in drafting Anti-Bullying Policies.83 New poli-

cies must now be integrated into the school’s Code 

of Behaviour whilst schools are encouraged to adopt 

a school-wide approach, displaying a positive school 

culture climate that is welcoming of difference and di-

versity. All grounds of harassment and discrimination 

(as recognized under Equal Status legislation) are to be 

included in schools’ anti-bullying policies (e.g. gender 

including transgender, civil status, family status, sexual 

orientation, religion, age, disability, race and member-
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ship of the Traveller community). Policies must also 

set out the school’s procedures for investigating and 

dealing with bullying and the procedures for the for-

mal noting and recording of bullying behaviour on a 

standardized template.

2. Training and teacher education support services

 Recognizing the extensive training needs to ensure 

consistent and effective implementation of anti-bully-

ing policies, the plan provides for the provision of Con-

tinuous Professional Development (CPD) to support 

teachers’ capacity to deal with all forms of bullying, 

including identity based bullying, including homopho-

bic bullying, and cyberbullying. Education support ser-

vices as a result have been tasked with developing a 

comprehensive CPD response to equip managers and 

teachers on implementation strategies and methodol-

ogies with sample materials and resources relevant to 

the national context. The plan also envisages a coordi-

nated approach towards training and awareness-rais-

ing for Boards of Management and parents’ councils 

building on existing initiatives to develop guidelines 

for boards of management on supporting LGBT young 

people.84

3. Awareness-raising initiatives and development 

of resources

 Much emphasis is given in the Action Plan towards 

building awareness of the diverse forms of bullying, in 

particular homophobic and transgender bullying, and 

the increasing prevalence of cyberbullying. The plan 

includes support for the Stand Up! Against Homo-

phobic and Transphobic bullying campaign, organized 

by BeLonG To Youth85 Services. A media campaign 

focused on cyberbullying was implemented as part 

of Safer Internet Day 2013, encouraging secondary 

schools pupils to positively intervene as ‘bystanders’ 

when they see cyberbullying in an effort to show soli-

darity with victims and stamp out cyberbullying.86 A 

national anti-bullying website was also developed to 

provide information for parents, young people and 

school staff on types and methods of bullying and 

how to deal with bullying behaviour.87 

4. Evaluation mechanisms

 The Action Plan encompasses a variety of evalua-

tion mechanisms. Firstly, the plan adapts methods for 

whole school evaluations (WSEs) by amending ques-

tionnaires and by other means to include more evi-

dence gathering concerning the effectiveness of the 

school’s anti-bullying policies. Secondly, a thematic 

evaluation of bullying in schools is to be carried out by 

the Schools Inspectorate to take account of the effec-

tiveness of schools’ actions to create a positive school 

culture and to prevent and tackle bullying. Thirdly, 

schools are to be assisted in the development of self-

evaluation mechanisms to assess the effectiveness of 

their policies with guidance and criteria aimed at man-

agement level and student support services. 

5. Support for further research

 Finally, a number of measures to stimulate further re-

search to support anti-bullying measures are included 

in the plan. A study on good practice and effective 

interventions in Irish schools for the prevention of bul-

lying of children with special educational needs was 

commissioned as part of the plan.88 Research on the 

prevalence and impact of bullying linked to social 

media on the mental health and suicidal behaviour 

among young people was also commissioned.89 The 

national Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre 

at Dublin City University also received support under 

the plan as a means of building national research ca-

pacity.90

Reception and implementation 

The Action Plan on Bullying has been positively received 

in Ireland as a long overdue revision of the approach to 

tackling and preventing bullying in schools. Its strategy 

in tackling bullying in a holistic way, which views schools 

as pivotal but places the issue within a much wider social 

context, is a noteworthy feature of the national frame-

work. The support for policies of inclusiveness and diver-

sity and the special attention to issues of homophobic, 

transgender and identity-based bullying has likewise 

been welcomed as a breakthrough, aligning educational 

policy with the broader project of legislative reform that 

culminated in the successful referendum campaign to ex-

tend civil marriage rights to same-sex couples in 2015. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of cyberbullying within the 

terms of reference for schools’ anti-bullying policies is also 

significant in removing ambiguity regarding schools’ re-

sponsibilities in this area and ensuring better linkage with 

efforts to support internet safety and digital citizenship in 

the classroom. 
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The updating of schools’ anti-bullying policies and pro-

cedures for dealing with incidences of bullying is one of 

the most tangible achievements of the Action Plan. As 

a result of the plan, the Department of Education and 

Skills issued new anti-bullying procedures for the sector 

as a whole.91 Boards of Management in the 4000 primary 

and post-primary schools in Ireland have adopted an an-

ti-bullying policy in line with the new arrangements and 

they are required to comply with best practice in tackling 

and preventing bullying. Many have also followed with 

targeted measures towards cyberbullying such as the de-

velopment of a specific Anti-Cyberbullying Policy as an 

addendum to the school’s anti-bullying policy. Additional 

measures have included appointing a staff member to act 

as a dedicated Cybersafety Officer, and training staff to 

identify signs of cyberbullying and deal with incidences as 

they occur. Guidelines for preventing cyberbullying in the 

school environment have been widely disseminated and 

supported.92

When viewed against a model national framework, some 

shortcomings are also evident. While €0.5 million was 

initially earmarked to support implementation of specific 

initiatives within the plan, this has coincided with under-

investment in the sector as a whole with educationalists 

pointing to the many economic challenges facing schools 

and school staff.93 Schools are granted the autonomy  

to develop or select their own anti-bullying programme 

and while this has the positive feature of empowering 

schools to be innovative in implementing initiatives tai-

lored to their specific context, it also has the potential for 

inconsistent engagement and uneven provision. A single 

national action plan in other words is not the same as a 

single coordinated national programme. 

Concern has also been expressed about the failure to de-

velop a more robust legal framework to combat bullying 

and harassment, particularly in relation to online bullying 

and harassment and against a background of increased 

incidence of cyberbullying threats and apparent lack of 

industry engagement.94 The Working Group on Bully-

ing was explicit in its view that it did not regard punitive 

legislation as desirable, and favored instead securing the 

implementation of existing legislative requirements, sup-

porting further inclusiveness measures and assisting in de-

veloping more effective complaints handling mechanisms. 

In this, it recommends better partnership with industry, 

specifically social media companies, to raise awareness 

of cyberbullying and how it can be dealt with. How to 

achieve effective, successful partnerships is less clear and 

points to the need for more formal arrangements be-

tween the education system and industry in handling the 

most severe incidences of cyberbullying.

The recommendation to establish an implementation 

group is seen as vital to the success of the programme as 

is the commitment to its long-term evaluation.95 Schools 

themselves play a pivotal in the evaluation of their individ-

ual anti-bullying initiatives while further research on the 

effectiveness of the programme as a whole is envisaged.

Conclusion

The recognition given to a whole school and community 

approach to bullying, locating the school within a wider 

societal context and emphasizing a positive culture of in-

clusion and respect for diversity, is an important contri-

bution to framing a national response to the persistent 

and challenging problem of bullying. The measures in-

cluded in the example of Ireland’s Action Plan on Bullying 

should, when implemented throughout all schools, lead 

to a significant reduction in the level of bullying and serve 

to heighten awareness of what bullying is, better equip 

schools to deal with its many forms and address gaps 

in public policy provision. Equivalent national initiatives 

share many of the same features and concerns: monitor-

ing and evaluation remain particular requirements with 

the need for sustained governmental involvement as well 

as extensive research to know what is working. The no-

tion of a national response as discussed in this chapter 

also points to the complex interaction between policies 

that frame the overall response and the individual pro-

grammes which implement and seek to achieve particular 

outcomes. Neither on their own is recognized to be suf-

ficient and more research is needed to better understand 

the relationship between them. 
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5. Combating bullying in schools: changing perceptions to change public policies

Eric Debarbieux 

Violence in schools has long been perceived in France97 

purely as convulsions of violence by external perpetra-

tors. The media focus on the spectacular highlights such 

violence. It has mostly been analysed in terms of crime 

originating outside the school, and as a result suggested 

solutions have mostly been in terms of the police and the 

judicial system, or support by specialized teams for institu-

tions in difficulty. There has also been massive investment 

by local authorities in such equipment as security cameras, 

in theory allowing these intrusions to be dealt with. For 

twenty years the problem has primarily been approached 

as a public security issue, which, of course, at times it is.

Unsurprisingly, this analysis is coupled with calls for exter-

nal means of dealing with the problem. To the extent that 

the problem is external, the system of education does not 

offer a solution: the school environment must be closed 

off and protected against intrusions, which are seen as 

largely accounting for violence in the school environment. 

Hence the advocacy of agreements with the national po-

lice, for closer working relationships with police officers, 

as well as technical solutions, of which security cameras 

are the most visible. A striking summation of this type 

of approach is to be found in the presidential statement: 

“Making schools safe”. On 28 May 2009, at a meeting 

with the principal actors in security, the criminal justice 

system and national education, Nicolas Sarkozy, then 

President of the Republic, said: “Security in educational 

institutions, in whatever district, offering whatever kind 

of education, is an absolute prerequisite for the equality 

of opportunity that the Republic must guarantee. Educa-

tional institutions must be made safe, protected against 

any form of violence. This is an absolute priority for gov-

ernment authorities.”

The following list was drawn up at the meeting:

In order to make schools safe, the following principal 

measures are announced:

        -

stitutions;

Introduction

Those dealing with harassment at school (the term now 

used in France to refer to school bullying) know how 

difficult it can sometimes be to raise awareness of how 

widespread it is and of its impact on the lives and mental 

health of victims. With the exception of very serious cases, 

highlighted by the media, the tendency is to consider such 

occurrences as trivial, a commonplace of school life. The 

narrative is still “it is not serious”, and “you have to put 

up with it”, making the victims responsible for their suf-

fering.96 Sufficient credible research now exists for minor 

episodes of violence to be taken seriously: the cumulative, 

repetitive effect is to cause significant suffering, leading 

to long-term depression, dropping out of school, and 

various psychological problems, possibly even attempted 

suicide. 

There is another reason for this inability to see the reality, 

inasmuch as in the view of the public, as well as political 

figures, violence in schools essentially involves dramatic 

episodes of violence by external perpetrators, which are 

bound to increase in times when terrorist threats domi-

nate debate on political and security questions. By pre-

senting here the case of France, we want to show that 

it is, nonetheless, possible to rationalize the debate, to 

change the paradigm in terms of action by the authorities 

to counter harassment by peers, even if much remains to 

be done and backsliding is always possible.

Ideology and powerlessness to act

In political terms, in the 1990s and the 2000s the prob-

lem of violence in schools became an occasion for major 

ideological confrontation. The fault lines re" ected po-

litical debate and various changes in government. Public 

declarations mirrored the tussles over security, in which 

left-wing government was constantly accused of per-

missiveness, while solutions were put forward aimed at 

“protecting” the school environment, at “eradicating” 

violence.



34 Ending the Torment: Tackling Bullying from the Schoolyard to Cyberspace

        
and packs;

        
detection portals;

         
mobile team, able to provide reinforcement for school 

principals;

         -

lishment of arrangements allowing quasi-instantane-

ous intervention in schools by the police;

        
national police, so as to strengthen security in schools.

Paradoxically, however, this analysis ascribing violence in 

schools to external factors points to the futility, or impos-

sibility, of dealing with the problem internally, and the ir-

relevance of neomarxist theories that see such violence as 

the outcome of ultraliberal policies. A summation of this 

argument may be found in an article in Le Monde diplo-

matique in which the authors roundly reject the notion 

that violence in schools might be caused by the methods 

used by educational practitioners and might thus be tack-

led by training these practitioners or by education reform: 

This analysis, ascribing ‘violence in schools’ to the insti-

tution and the practices of its staff, leads to exoneration 

of politicians and concealment of the violence af" icting 

the workplace, in particular the dismissal of the ‘lower 

classes’ to the fringes. […] as if it were equally possible 

for the school to neutralize the violence by means of 

which part of the underclass responds to the violence 

of their social relegation – this violence that educa-

tors are unjustifiably called upon to defuse, to cushion 

against or to contain by recourse to the forces of law 

and order. Making schools responsible for maintaining 

a social cohesion which the State no longer guarantees 

can only lead to failure to achieve that end.98

In short, the education system is the superficial fix that 

contributes to leading us away from a more relevant anal-

ysis of social relationships.

If for these authors the education system is an irrelevance, 

for the other end of the political spectrum it is frankly a 

danger. Thus, far from being part of the solution, for Luc 

Ferry, appointed Minister of Education in 2002, it is one 

cause of violence. In a speech on 22 October 2002 he 

said: 

I would simply like to say that for the past 30 years 

an excessive focus on creativity, on the spontaneity of 

students, has not only worked to the detriment of ac-

quiring knowledge, but also of those attributes that 

necessarily involve respect for tradition. There are two 

traditions in education that must be respected: lan-

guage, for we do not invent language ourselves, we 

receive it from outside, and civility […]. And one of 

the reasons why these two essential elements of cul-

ture are today in crisis is that teaching methods have 

emphasized exercises that promote spontaneity and 

creativity […]. 

This opposition to the education system will inform the 

approaches of several ministers and public discourse for 

many years: the metaphor of the school under siege is 

readily associated with the enemy within in the form of 

“child-centred education”, offering a convenient, but for 

some heartfelt, pretext for eliminating teacher-training in-

stitutions, and reducing by half the years spent in training.

In short, apparently irreconcilable ideologies converge 

to make victims invisible and helping them impossible. 

As a result, in France there was no public policy against 

harassment until 2011: no real awareness, other than on 

the part of a few researchers, the occasional non-gov-

ernmental organization (NGO), or, in confidence, in psy-

chologists’ consulting rooms. Subsequently, significant 

measures – though certainly never enough – have been 

put in place; a real policy has been outlined, transcending 

the deeply rooted traditional political divides character-

izing the French landscape. How is it that this situation 

did not simply develop but apparently became unstuck 

so quickly?

Research, campaigners and practitioners: towards 
a reorientation of public policy99

The question of school bullying was posed for the first 

time in France in 1997 as work was under way by a group 

of researchers at the University of Paris X Nanterre, led by 

Jacques Pain,100 which led to the translation and publish-

ing in 1999 of a work by Dan Olweus.101 Meanwhile a 

special edition appeared of the leading French publica-

tion on education questions – edited by Eric Debarbieux 

– with, in particular, a synopsis on school bullying.102 In 

the same edition another synopsis, covering all the work 

on violence in schools carried out in France over 30 years, 

showed that while the question of harassment had been 

ignored, a new model was emerging, one that sought to 
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give the victims themselves a voice. Research into victim-

hood was already focusing on the significance of repeti-

tive violence, suggesting the need to take into account 

the impact of repeated instances of low-level violence tar-

geting heavily victimized students.

A degree of political interest in this research was already 

apparent. Thus, the establishment in October 2000 of a 

National Committee on Violence in Schools, headed by 

schools inspector Sonia Heinrich, was a follow-up to vari-

ous recommendations emerging from research: stabiliza-

tion of teams, training of heads of institutions, work on 

school disciplinary machinery. Acceptance of the reason-

ing underlying the research would result in support by the 

Ministry for the holding of the first world conference on 

the subject, held in March 2001 at the United Nations Ed-

ucational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

by the European Observatory of Violence in Schools, with 

participation by some ten countries103 and, in particular, a 

notable keynote address on bullying by Peter K. Smith.104 

However, this momentum was checked by changes in the 

political landscape, limited in scope but still having an 

impact, so that solutions focusing exclusively on security 

were again advocated (see for example, supra, the speech 

and pronouncements by the President of the Republic in 

2008, typical of societal thinking at the time). 

Nevertheless, the research had largely resolved a number 

of fundamental questions and invalidated treatment of vi-

olence at school exclusively as an external, security-related 

matter. In particular, surveys of victims in France, as well as 

surveys of incidents by the national education authorities, 

showed that school violence was not primarily by exter-

nal perpetrators but was repetitive violence among peers, 

and that students were first and foremost the victims of 

other students. The same was true of teachers and other 

staff. There is consistent research, both American105 and 

French106: less than 5% of school violence is by external 

perpetrators. This does not, of course, mean that violence 

from external sources can be overlooked or that it must 

not be averted, or in particular that there should not be 

a partnership with the police and gendarmerie. Despite 

all these obvious factors, public policy between 2003 

and 2010 continued to be ill-founded, and represented a 

step backwards given the research findings. Research in 

France, frequently backed up by the media, but neglected 

by the political class, gained broad international stand-

ing with the creation of a federation of researchers in an 

International Observatory of Violence in Schools, which, 

since the inaugural conference in 2001 in Paris, has held 

five world conferences, bringing together researchers 

from over 52 countries, generally without significant pub-

lic funding (Québec, 2003, Bordeaux, 2006, Lisbonne, 

2009, Mendoza, 2011, Lima, 2015). This internationaliza-

tion of French research has had two main consequences: 

reinforcement of new paradigms, in particular through 

access to and participation in comprehensive literature on 

bullying and its consequences, and the increased credibil-

ity of the research.

This is why, contrary to all expectations, when a dramatic 

news story shook the self-assurance of the Government in 

power, the place of research suddenly became more sig-

nificant. The death of a student in an Ile-de-France high 

school: Hakim, 18 years old, stabbed by another student 

on 8 January 2010, was an eye-opener for the then Min-

ister of Education, Luc Chatel, and his office. The institu-

tion was highly secure, with video protection, and a press 

campaign weakened the Minister’s position. Undoubtedly 

in an endeavour to understand, certainly to counter the 

press campaign, it was decided to hold a “States-General 

on Security at School”, the scientific presidency of which 

was entrusted to the writer of these lines, and who very 

publicly has consistently assumed the mantle of opposi-

tion to the security-related ideology of violence in schools. 

Rejection of this ideological approach means adopting a 

scientific approach based on international research, and 

the States-General, held in the prestigious setting of the 

Sorbonne in April 2010, were the occasion for robust ide-

ological challenges. A single example, without going into 

detail: a lecture given by Russel Skiba, one of the world’s 

leading experts on policies of zero tolerance107 who dem-

onstrated their harmful nature before various political 

leaders were drawn to such policies. While, disappoint-

ingly, the Minister’s final statement re" ected his party’s 

thinking more than it did scientific findings, a group (and 

to a great extent societal) consensus developed regarding 

the unsuitability of punitive policies alone, and the impor-

tance of also adopting a pedagogical approach to these 

issues.

The real ideological shift was to take place the following 

year, as the direct outgrowth of the research, backed by 

and relying on mobilization by the professional commu-

nity and the media. This change in paradigm was marked 

by the passage from a focus on security in the school to a 

“National Conference on Harassment at School”, held in 

Paris on 2 and 3 May 2011. The change may be summed 
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up as follows: an awareness that violence at school is not 

fundamentally violence by external perpetrators, but re-

petitive violence, part and parcel of the day-to-day func-

tioning of school institutions, which can only really be 

forestalled and dealt with through ongoing pedagogical 

action and the establishment of a receptive school envi-

ronment, and an awareness of the academic, psychologi-

cal and security-related aspects of harassment at school. 

Several factors led to this development: publication of a 

survey of victimhood carried out with the assistance of 

the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)108 by eight 

university teams working in this area, the results of which 

would be broadly reproduced; publication of an open let-

ter written by NGOs and therapists; and, less well known, 

a meeting between the Minister and victims and parents 

of victims which convinced him, with no involvement by 

the press, of the reality of the problem. Above all the Con-

ference would provide an opportunity for politicians of all 

stripes and for public opinion to assimilate the principal 

lessons of the international research on the consequences 

of bullying.

This understanding is based on various elements: surveys 

consistently find that violence is directed against a limited 

number of individuals. The personal experience of victimi-

zation, for students and teachers alike, is linked to minor 

incidents, serious victimization being rare.109 This is borne 

out by the survey referred to above, of a random national 

sample of 12,326 students between 8 and 11 years old, 

at 162 primary schools,110 and subsequently confirmed by 

other surveys, for example that of 18,000 middle-school 

students.111 Of note is the concentration of the incidence 

of victimization on a limited number of students: 6.3% of 

middle-school students and 5.1% of children finishing pri-

mary school may be considered victims of severe or very 

severe harassment, with around 10% of students, at both 

the primary and secondary levels, suffering most of the 

victimization recorded.

It is true that minor incidents are not, if viewed in isola-

tion, dramatic (which does not mean that they are ac-

ceptable). But it is very different when these minor acts of 

aggression are repeated, when it is always the same per-

sons who are the victims or perpetrators. This is repeated 

violence – verbal, physical or psychological – perpetrated 

by one or several students against a victim who, in a posi-

tion of weakness, has no defence against an aggressor 

bent on harming the victim.112 Worldwide research con-

ducted over long periods was needed for the ideological 

focus to move beyond the emotional and centre around 

a coherent rational viewpoint. Each cohort concerned is 

sensitive to different arguments, and it is the convergence 

of these arguments that ultimately proves convincing.113 

Firstly, and of primary importance to educators, the aca-

demic consequences of harassment must be considered. 

The relationship between violence and learning has been 

the subject of numerous studies and it has been demon-

strated that regular exposure to violent behaviour modifies 

such cognitive functions as memory, concentration and 

capacity for abstract thought. Children who are victims 

of ostracism have a more negative view of school, adopt 

avoidance strategies and thus are absent more often, with 

below-average academic performance.114 Aggressors, 

too, have serious problems, with a significant percentage 

of students underperforming. The harassment suffered 

by “good students” owing to their difference from the 

group is a factor winning over educators.

For parents and public opinion, the psychological conse-

quences are the most significant. This kind of victimiza-

tion induces an erosion of self-esteem that leads victims 

to bear their suffering in silence. They develop symptoms 

of anxiety, depression and suicidal ideas, problems that 

may persist long term. At the age of 23, males who have 

been victims still present with problems of depression and 

low self-esteem, while harassment has been identified as 

one of the stressors most closely identified with suicidal 

behaviour among teenagers.115

For those with a “security” focus, the National Confer-

ence simply confirmed that, with regard to the most seri-

ous violence, to which the problem of violence at school 

– indeed, crime and insecurity – is often reduced in the 

popular mind, the research strongly suggests that there is 

a link between repeated early aggression and subsequent 

criminality, even in some cases lethal violence. Young 

males who are victims are more likely than others to use 

weapons, and themselves to engage in violent behaviour, 

independently of familial and social factors. In short, be-

ing a victim of harassment at school is an important factor 

in school shootings, as shown by research in the USA. This 

research, published in a report by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation116 related to lethal shootings in schools be-

tween 1974 and 2000, and showed that 75% of school 

shooters had been victims of abuse by other students. 

The report stated that the shooter often felt persecuted, 

harassed, humiliated, attacked or harmed before the in-

cident: “Many had suffered severe bullying over a long 
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period and had been harassed, which several aggressors 

described as torment.”

Conclusion: change in outlook

Thus in France recently there has been a change in out-

look, in which the research has played a major role. It has 

not been the only factor, the role of NGOs and prominent 

figures should be kept in mind.117 Media coverage of very 

distressing cases of youngsters who fall victim to harass-

ment has also played in important role, highlighting the 

inadequacy of public policy in this area. A new awareness 

has emerged, and will undoubtedly develop further.

The National Conference on Harassment, held at a time 

of electoral turmoil when issues relating to public security 

loomed large, interestingly, forged a national, multipar-

ty consensus. January 2012 saw the creation of the first 

website and first videos on the subject, the first helpline 

and the first courses.118 The risk was that with the political 

changeover that saw the arrival at the Ministry of Educa-

tion of a new Minister of a different political outlook these 

initiatives would be consigned to oblivion; however, this 

is far from having been so. Thus, an interesting indication 

of continuity, notwithstanding partisan differences, was 

the creation by the new Minister of a ministerial commis-

sion charged with prevention and countering of violence 

in schools – which, again, was entrusted to the author of 

these lines: that is to one having agreed to working with 

the “political opposition”. My personal involvement is ir-

relevant,119 but a strong message was sent of the political 

will to take action over the long term on the basis of the 

research, rather than being swayed by ideology and short-

term considerations.

This shift in public policy re" ects two changes – theo-

retical and ideological. The first change is the taking into 

account of repeated incidents, within the school, and re-

lationships in schools, which could never be encompassed 

by a simplistic focus on security. The second change is a 

rethinking of relationships of “dominance”. In France, we 

tend to think of this dominance solely in terms of eco-

nomic inequality, which cannot be overlooked here. Yet 

we must also think of dominance as a phenomenon that 

can affect “equals”, in the same social class: the small, the 

big, the strong, the puny, the different, which is not ex-

clusive to education. The geography of violence in schools 

cannot be reduced to certain urban areas. It constitutes 

conformist oppression which, everywhere, rejects diver-

sity.
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6. Poverty and inequity: multi-country evidence on the structural drivers of bullying

Kirrily Pells, María José Ogando Portela and Patricia Espinoza

Within existing research there has been a greater focus on 

individual and interpersonal factors that may predict bul-

lying rather than the dynamic relationship between struc-

tural determinants and the ways in which peers interact. 

Structural determinants are factors arising from the ways 

in which societies (and institutions, such as schools) are or-

ganized politically, economically and socially that create in-

equalities in power, wealth, status and access to resources 

and information.128 Inequalities in income, education sta-

tus or norms relating to gender, sexuality and ethnicity in 

part shape school and community environments and in-

terpersonal relationships and may combine with individual 

characteristics to render some children more vulnerable 

to bullying than others. Children may be bullied because 

they are poor or disadvantaged, being marked out as dif-

ferent from other children or because of stigma towards 

certain social groups. The evidence on bullying and poverty 

is mixed, with some studies finding children from poorer 

households were not at greater risk of being bullied129 

whereas others found that children from poorer families, 

with parents with low levels of education as well as chil-

dren of immigrants, were all more likely to be bullied at 

school.130

Structural inequalities may contribute to bullying through 

the creation of stressful living environments with poor so-

cial connectedness that contribute to higher levels of bul-

lying overall. Here a number of other studies have found 

income inequality rather than individual socio-economic 

status to be predictive of bullying.131 For example, higher 

income inequality was associated with greater bullying 

among 11-year-old boys and girls across 37 countries.132 

The percentage of children who reported bullying other 

children was four to five times greater in countries with 

high income inequality.

Introduction

The majority of research into peer bullying has focused 

on children’s individual psychological characteristics or 

psychosocial well-being, both to identify the predictors 

of who gets bullied, as well as the effects of bullying on 

children. Less attention has been given to how structural 

factors, such as poverty and inequality, shape the con-

texts within which children interact and where bullying 

occurs.120 This chapter uses data from the Young Lives121 

longitudinal study of childhood poverty in Ethiopia, India 

(the states of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana), Peru and 

Viet Nam to explore how children’s experiences of being 

bullied occur within the context of wider economic and 

social inequalities, such as poverty and gender norms. We 

address two questions. First, which children are at greater 

risk of being bullied, and how, at age 15? Second, why are 

certain groups of children bullied? 

Peer bullying: the structural drivers 

Bullying is usually defined as the systematic abuse of pow-

er involving the repeated in" iction of negative actions 

intended to cause harm or discomfort, over time.122 We 

adopt this definition of bullying to highlight inequalities 

of power, rather than to pathologize children and young 

people as aggressive.123 Different groups of children may 

experience different types of bullying depending, for 

example, on their age and gender.124 There are multiple 

forms of bullying, including direct attacks, either physical 

(such as hitting or kicking) or verbal (name-calling, nasty 

teasing, issuing verbal threats etc.) or indirect actions125 

intended to damage social relationships, self-esteem and/

or social status, such as by spreading rumours or socially 

excluding others.126 Attacks on property, such as vandal-

ism or theft of personal items sometimes feature in re-

search as another type of bullying.127 In this chapter we 

focus on these four different types of bullying. 
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In resource-poor settings, especially in low- and middle-

income countries where education systems have under-

gone rapid expansion and classroom overcrowding and 

inadequate teacher supervision are common, these pres-

sures may contribute to bullying.133 In addition, the ways 

in which schools are organized and the norms and values 

promoted, especially through disciplinary practices, can 

give rise to increased levels of bullying. For example, a 

study into violence in schools in Zimbabwe, Malawi and 

Ghana highlighted how gender-based violence occurred 

against the backdrop of high levels of corporal punish-

ment and bullying.134 The actions of teachers can there-

fore shape the behaviours and responses of children and 

reinforce gender norms. It is also documented that teach-

ers sometimes verbally abuse, ridicule and humiliate chil-

dren or incite students to bully others.135

Research on bullying comes predominately from high-

income countries and far less is known about the predic-

tors associated with bullying in low- and middle-income 

countries. Studies are hampered by both a scarcity of data 

and also the lack of comparable data across different 

contexts.136 Using Young Lives survey data we are able to 

start to build a picture on the predictors of children be-

ing bullied in four low- and middle-income countries and 

through qualitative analysis explore the social context in 

which bullying occurs. 

Young Lives 

Young Lives is a two-cohort longitudinal study of childhood 

poverty, which has been following approximately 12,000 

children in Ethiopia, India (Andhra Pradesh and Telangana), 

Peru and Viet Nam since 2002. Using a multi-stage sam-

pling procedure, children of the right age and their house-

holds were randomly sampled within 20 selected sites.137

Which children are bullied and how at age 15?

Indirect bullying is the most prevalent type of bullying 

across three of the countries (see Table 1) and physical 

bullying is the least prevalent type across all of the coun-

tries. Verbal bullying is also common, and in India and 

Peru attacks on property are also at similar levels as verbal 

and indirect bullying. This highlights not only the preva-

lence of bullying across the four countries but also the 

importance of looking beyond just physical bullying to ex-

amining emotional and psychological forms of bullying.138

Table 1. 

Prevalence of acts of bullying, experienced twice or 

more in the last year by 15-year-olds (percentage) 

Type of bullying Ethiopia India Peru

Viet 

Nam

Child experienced 
physical bullying 5.4 22.4 8.2 7.0

Punched, kicked or 
beaten you up 4.9 17.5 4.0 5.3

Hurt you physically in 
any other way 1.5 12.2 6.6 3.9

Child experienced 
verbal bullying 14.2 26.5 33.8 20.3

Called you names or 
sworn at you 7.7 16.9 28.5 7.2

Made fun of you for 
some reason 9.4 14.5 14.5 17.7

Child experienced 
indirect bullying 15.0 28.1 31.9 27.4

Tried to get you into 
trouble with your 
friends 9.6 15.5 17.2 8.9

Made you uncom-
fortable by staring at 
you for a long time 5.9 9.0 15.1 21.0

Refused to talk or 
made other people 
not talk to you 5.8 14.9 14.8 5.0

Child experienced at-
tacks on property 10.5 27.2 31.9 9.0

Tried to break or 
damaged something 
of yours 2.5 12.3 11.3 5.1

Took something 
without permission 
or stole from you 9.8 22.1 28.7 6.1

Observations 971 958 614 958

The following sections explore which children are more 

likely to experience different types of bullying by examin-

ing the associations between bullying and a range of child 

and household characteristics. We report on the principal 

patterns.139

Bullying and gender

Boys are significantly more likely than girls to report experi-

encing physical bullying in Ethiopia, India and Viet Nam. In 

India, 26% of boys reported physical bullying compared to 

19% of girls. Boys also report higher levels of experiencing 

verbal bullying in Ethiopia and India, in each case girls were 
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about half as likely to report verbal bullying as boys. In 

contrast, girls are more likely to report experience of indi-

rect bullying in India and Peru. These general patterns mir-

ror findings from high-income countries which have found 

that while boys experience more physical and verbal bul-

lying, girls are at greater risk of being bullied indirectly.140 

Bullying and children’s physical characteristics 

Children’s physical characteristics have often been asso-

ciated with being bullied.141 While much of the literature 

has focused on obesity and being overweight as predic-

tors of being bullied, these factors do not present clear 

differences in the prevalence of being bullied in any of the 

four Young Lives study countries. Instead, thinness (low 

weight-for-age) in India is associated with a greater risk of 

being physically or verbally bullied (33% of children with a 

low weight-for-age reported being physically bullied, com-

pared to 19% of their peers). Stunting (that is having a low 

height-for-age) is a risk factor for being physically bullied in 

India and Peru, but not for other forms of bullying. 

Bullying and enrolment status

The majority of studies examining bullying have been 

conducted in a school setting and so exclude from the 

analysis those children who do not attend. However, 

emerging from the qualitative data was a strong divide 

between children attending school and children out-of-

school, which manifested in experiences of being bullied. 

We examined the differences between these two groups 

in being bullied and found that in general children who 

are out-of-school report higher levels of bullying though 

differences are often not significant. The most clear cut 

evidence comes from Viet Nam, where out-of-school chil-

dren are significantly more likely to be bullied across all 

four types of bullying. In addition, in Ethiopia and India 

out-of-school children are significantly more likely to be 

made fun of by their peers. Out-of-school children in Ethi-

opia are also significantly more likely to report being phys-

ically bullied and in India being verbally bullied. These new 

findings highlight the importance of researching bullying 

as a phenomenon which does not only occur in schools.

Bullying and economic status 

Poor children were significantly more likely to report be-

ing bullied across all four types in India and by some types 

(physical and property attacks) in Viet Nam.142 In India 

poorer children were 12 percentage points more likely to 

be physically bullied and 19 percentage points more likely 

to be verbally bullied than the least poor children. 

By contrast in Ethiopia, where the results are significant 

these suggest that the poorest children reported less 

bullying than the least poor children. For example, poor 

children were 10 percentage points less likely to report 

verbal bullying. This may be a true finding, as the litera-

ture review suggests mixed evidence on the relationship 

between poverty and bullying, but we are cautious since 

the sample size of children in Ethiopia reporting bullying 

is much lower and therefore there is a greater probability 

that cases exist within the data that are not representa-

tive of the whole population. The small sample size may 

be a result of the challenges of using a self-administered 

questionnaire in contexts of low literacy. Moreover, in the 

qualitative interviews discussed below the links between 

poverty and bullying emerged as a strong theme.

Summary 

The predictors of being bullied are mixed and often spe-

cific to the country and context.143 Young Lives data sug-

gest that boys are at greater risk of physical and verbal 

bullying and girls are more likely to be bullied indirectly. 

Poorer children are consistently more likely to be bullied in 

India and experience some types of bullying in Viet Nam. 

Out-of-school children are more likely to be bullied by 

types of verbal bullying (Ethiopia, India and Viet Nam), 

physically in Ethiopia and Viet Nam, and by types of indi-

rect bullying in India and Viet Nam. 

Why are certain groups of children bullied?

Moving to our second question we use qualitative data to 

examine how the contexts in which children are growing 

up and wider inequalities of poverty, ethnicity/caste and 

gender norms shape children’s experiences of being bul-

lied. 

Poverty, status and markers of difference

Poverty featured heavily, as a key factor in children’s ac-

counts of being bullied, particularly in Ethiopia and In-

dia. Children described verbal bullying that made direct 

reference to their impoverished circumstances, whether 

through name-calling and insults such as “child of a des-

titute” or through making fun of the poor quality of their 
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clothing or their lack of shoes. In Ethiopia, clothes serve as 

an obvious indicator of children’s economic status and at-

tract insults to the extent that children missed school rath-

er than be bullied. For instance, 12-year-old Kebenga,144 

living in rural Oromia, Ethiopia, described being absent 

from school for three days because of not having clothes 

after having been insulted by peers previously:

I went to school barefoot because my shoes were torn 

apart. Then students laughed at me, and some of 

them insulted me calling me a “poor boy”. It was last 

year. I informed my parents of the problem I faced and 

they bought me new shoes the next day.

Conversely, children remembered the occasion of get-

ting new clothing as one of the happiest events in their 

life because it gave them dignity, security and protection 

from insults from their peers. Poverty also contributed as 

an indirect factor in children being bullied by other chil-

dren. For example, children explained how others would 

exclude them from social activities because they had to 

care for family members or undertake work. 

A similar dynamic of being marked out as different and 

so bullied, often by name-calling, being socially excluded 

or by being treated with a lack of respect was reported 

by children from ethnic minority or disadvantaged caste 

backgrounds in mixed communities. For example, Y Thinh 

was 16-years-old and from the Cham H’roi ethnic minor-

ity group in Viet Nam. At the end of seventh grade he got 

into many fights with other children who bullied him be-

cause of his ethnicity. Y Thinh described how another boy 

“mocked me” for being “an ethnic”’ and then “punched 

me with his fist”. He could not endure the continued bul-

lying and added, “I couldn’t digest the lessons. So I felt 

tired of learning”. He left school and worked on the family 

farm. 

Children’s interactions, including bullying towards peers 

therefore do not take place in a vacuum but may be 

shaped by wider inequalities that discriminate against cer-

tain groups. Not all contributory factors to bullying are 

necessarily linked with structural factors, however, a com-

mon thread across these accounts is a tendency to view 

difference negatively, that takes specific forms depending 

on what is “different” for specific contexts. 

Social and institutional contexts 

The accounts also raise questions about the social and 

institutional contexts which give rise to bullying and the 

social norms which both shape bullying and are reinforced 

by it. Within the qualitative analysis that follows we see 

how peer bullying can be a re" ection of wider violence, 

specifically harsh disciplinary practices by teachers and by 

parents. Bullying reproduces hierarchies of power and is 

used to reinforce conformity with social or gender norms. 

This is illustrated by the following three examples. 

Disciplinary practices and violent environments 

Across the four countries many children in the qualitative 

interviews described being hit by parents and teachers, as 

well as experiencing fighting or bullying between peers, 

so experiencing multiple forms of violence in different lo-

cations. Within schools bullying is often part of a wider 

violent environment, where harsh disciplinary practices 

such as corporal punishment serves to normalise violence. 

Corporal punishment is also used to reinforce gender 

norms and affects different groups of children dispropor-

tionately, particularly poorer students and children from 

other disadvantaged groups.145

The use of corporal punishment by teachers and violent 

behaviour between peers are linked as children may 

draw on similar strategies in interacting with peers. In 

Peru, adolescents justified the use of physical violence 

against peers using the same argument made by teach-

ers to justify corporal punishment, namely the need to 

teach a lesson and change behaviour.146 Boys also iden-

tified “negative” behaviours, such as other boys report-

ing violence to teachers as exhibiting feminine behaviour 

and in need of punishment through being hit. In this 

way peer relations end up reproducing the authoritarian 

and masculine system of the school, where power rela-

tions are closely associated with control through physical 

strength.147 In contrast girls may be expected to conform 

to gender norms of being gentle and well-behaved, be 

more likely to be punished for transgressing these norms 

and so adopt indirect methods to bully others.

Social norms and out-of-school children

Relationships between children who attend school and 

those who are out-of-school re" ect pervasive social 

norms. This theme emerged most clearly in Ethiopia and 

India where powerful discourses exist over who is consid-
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ered a “good child”, usually one who studies hard, is clean 

and neatly dressed and who is well-behaved. Children 

who cannot attend school whether because of poverty, 

the need to work to support the household or who have 

been alienated from the school environment are not able 

to conform to these norms. Considerable stigma is at-

tached to children who are out-of-school and both teach-

ers and caregivers warn against the dangers of enrolled 

children becoming corrupted by their out-of-school peers. 

As Kebenga (age 12, rural Oromia, Ethiopia) explained: 

They [his parents] advise me not to have friends who 

are out-of-school. They advise me to have children 

who are learning. They believe that those who are 

out-of-school can spoil my behaviour. As a result, I 

stopped relationship with friends who are not learn-

ing.

Caregivers and teachers describe children out-of-school 

as being undisciplined. For example in India, children re-

counted how teachers beat children who were “dirty” or 

irregular in attending school. Children adopted and repli-

cated a similar discourse of wanting to beat children who 

were not in school.

Consequently, there exists a big divide between children 

who attend school and those who do not, which results 

in what can be conceived as bullying behaviours on both 

sides. We saw in the survey findings that out-of-school 

children in Ethiopia, India and Viet Nam were at greater 

risk of experiencing at least one type of bullying. Mikitu, 

aged 12 from rural Oromia, Ethiopia captures the mutual 

apprehension and misunderstanding between school chil-

dren and those children who are out-of-school: “Those 

who are at school have better behaviours as compared 

with those who are outside school. Those who are out 

of school fight with each other. They are not disciplined”. 

These two groups of children seem to constitute two 

camps, which at times might be afraid of each other, 

might be mocking each other and even bullying one an-

other. Children who did not attend school discussed not 

being liked by children who were in school, who did not 

socialize with them or treat them with respect. On some 

occasions this led to retaliation by children not in school, 

such as verbally or physically threatening or bullying their 

peers, including on their way to school. 

Gender norms and bullying 

While evidence from the survey data pointed to the great-

er vulnerability of boys in general to physical and verbal 

bullying, girls were found to be at higher risk of experienc-

ing indirect bullying. In the qualitative interviews a more 

subtle picture was revealed of some of the bullying expe-

rienced by girls, which re" ected unequal gender norms 

and overlap with gender-based violence by encompassing 

harassment and intimidation of a sexual nature or related 

to gender norms and stereotypes. Adolescent girls in both 

Ethiopia and India experience being intimidated on the 

way to and from school. For example, Harika, aged 14, 

described the difficulties that girls faced on the journey to 

and from school in rural Andhra Pradesh and the fear of 

bullying and harassment from boys. This has led to some 

girls dropping out of school and for others it has caused 

difficulties in studying. She explained:

Earlier we used to be in school [doing homework] but 

now no one stays back after school... we all decided 

now in 10th class we return home fast. […] Big boys 

used to come and sit there, at the school... Because 

other boys come to the school, so they [the girls] don’t 

come now.

Gender-based bullying occurs also within schools affect-

ing girls’ capabilities to engage with schooling. In Ethiopia 

and Andhra Pradesh girls described fear of using the toi-

lets, which are often not gender-segregated and so the 

girls feel unsafe and concerned about bullying and harass-

ment from boys. 

Summary

In summary, as found in the survey, children described be-

ing bullied on account of factors which marked them out 

as different, such as by having poor quality clothes, being 

from an ethnic minority or having physical characteristics 

that are considered to deviate from the norm. Moreover, 

qualitative analysis illustrates how children’s experiences 

of being bullied are often therefore a re" ection of disad-

vantage, stigma and discrimination within wider society 

towards certain groups, as children’s interactions replicate 

and reinforce wider power dynamics and social norms 

related to the privileged position within wider society of 

certain groups as opposed to others.148 This has the po-

tential to compound existing disadvantage, such as when 

children are absent or leave school, or live in fear as a 

result of being bullied. 
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Conclusions 

Within this chapter we have undertaken exploratory 

analysis on the predictors of bullying in adolescence in 

four low- and middle-income countries. In this section we 

consider the ways in which our analysis contributes to a 

nascent evidence-base on bullying in low- and middle-

income countries and to identify the implications for re-

search and policy. 

First, the role of poverty and inequality in driving bully-

ing has been relatively underexplored and the literature 

review revealed that the limited survey evidence in this 

area is mixed. Within Young Lives survey data we find 

that poorer children are consistently more likely to be 

bullied in India and experience some types of bullying in 

Viet Nam. In the qualitative interviews, particularly from 

Ethiopia and India, children describe the multiple ways in 

which poverty marks them out as different to their peers, 

whether by the lack of clothes or indirectly, such as neces-

sitating that children work and so are excluded by peers 

from social activities. 

Structural disadvantages such as poverty or unequal pow-

er relationships that underpin entrenched discriminatory 

norms can therefore put different groups of children at 

risk of being bullied, but the form these markers of dif-

ference take is often shaped by context. This includes the 

capacities of institutions and services, as well as the pres-

sures put upon them. Children do not go to school for 

fear of being bullied by peers and punished by teachers 

for lacking materials or because of stigma associated with 

poverty or other socially disadvantaged groups. Typically 

research on peer bullying has focused on bullying within 

schools, yet we find that out-of-school children are more 

likely to be verbally bullied in Ethiopia, India and Viet Nam, 

physically bullied in Ethiopia and Viet Nam and indirectly 

bullied in India and Viet Nam. In the context of low- and 

middle-income countries where large numbers of ado-

lescents are no longer in school, better understanding of 

how institutional and interpersonal forms of exclusion in-

tersect is important in designing policies and programmes 

to reach all children, especially those not in school. 

Second, children’s experiences of bullying are also shaped 

by age and gender. We have observed how boys and girls 

often experience different types of bullying with boys at 

greater risk of experiencing physical and verbal bullying, 

whereas girls are at greater risk of bullying by more “hid-

den indirect means. This is consistent with general trends 

observed in the literature. The types of bullying experi-

enced may also vary by age. For example, during adoles-

cence, girls report greater harassment from boys, shaped 

by wider gender inequalities. 

Third, this highlights the importance of a mixed methods 

approach to bullying, bringing together survey data with 

qualitative research to explore the more subtle, less ob-

servable or easily measurable forms of bullying and the 

ways in which markers of difference play out in different 

contexts. This is particularly important in understanding 

forms of emotional violence, such as verbal or indirect 

bullying, which may take different forms in different con-

texts. 

Schools offer an important platform for teaching the val-

ues of tolerance and diversity.149 To do so this means ad-

dressing wider cultures of violence in school (as well as 

within communities and the home), of which bullying is 

both a part and a re" ection. In particular, this means ad-

dressing institutional cultures that permit corporal pun-

ishment and other forms of harsh discipline and which 

dissuade children from seeking help. However, our find-

ings illustrate that not all children affected by bullying are 

in school and there are also links between what happens 

at home, in the community and in schools. 

Lastly, efforts to tackle peer bullying have often lagged 

behind those directed at other forms of violence affecting 

children but have been rising up the international policy 

agenda, as indicated by the United Nations General As-

sembly Resolution on protecting children from bullying.150 

Both the UN Resolution and the Global Goals, which in-

clude targets and indicators on the protection of children 

from violence, abuse and exploitation are important op-

portunities to stimulate greater international and national 

attention to violence affecting children more generally, as 

well as the specific dynamics of bullying, including better 

data collection and increased resource allocation to vio-

lence prevention.
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7. Promoting an inclusive and equitable education for all learners in an environment 
free from discrimination and violence: Ministerial Call for Action

Christophe Cornu and Yongfeng Liu

all learners in an environment free from discrimination 

and violence, including discrimination and violence based 

on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression (see 

text below). Other countries have joined to support the 

Call for Action by Ministers since the ministerial meeting, 

totalling 44 countries from Africa, Asia Pacific, Europe, 

Latin America and North America (the complete list of 

countries that support the Call for Action by Ministers is 

included at the beginning of the text below).153

It is the first time in the history of the United Nations that 

governments from so many countries agreed to a political 

statement where they commit to “developing and imple-

menting responses to prevent and address discrimination 

and violence in all educational settings”. Even more ex-

ceptionally, the Call for Action by Ministers refers explicitly 

to discrimination and violence based on sexual orientation 

and gender identity/expression. It is also worth noting 

that it has been affirmed by governments from countries 

with very different sociocultural contexts, including coun-

tries where the mention of sexual orientation and gen-

der identity/expression in policy documents still remains 

challenging for cultural reasons, particularly in relation to 

education. This applies for example to most countries lo-

cated in Sub Saharan Africa, Central America and Eastern 

Introduction

On 17-18 May 2016 the United Nations Educational, Sci-

entific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) convened an 

international ministerial meeting on education sector re-

sponses to violence based on sexual orientation and gen-

der identity/expression151. 

The meeting brought together 250 participants from 67 

countries including 54 countries represented at govern-

mental level and 15 at ministerial level, together with 

representatives from civil society, United Nations (UN) 

agencies and bodies, and other multilateral organizations. 

The event featured the launch of the first UN Global Re-

port on violence based on sexual orienation and gender 

identity/expression,152 which provides the first ever over-

view of the most up-to-date data on the nature, scope 

and impact of, as well as current actions to address, 

homophobic and transphobic violence in educational set-

tings worldwide. It also provides education sector stake-

holders with a framework for planning and implementing 

effective responses as part of wider efforts to prevent 

and address violence in schools. At the conclusion of the 

meeting, a group of countries affirmed a Call for Action 

by Ministers for an inclusive and equitable education for 

What is violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression?

Violence based on sexual orientation and gender iden-

tity/expression in educational settings targets students 

who are, or who are perceived as lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender (LGBT); and others whose gender ex-

pression does not fit into binary gender norms (mas-

culine and feminine) such as boys perceived as ‘effemi-

nate’ and girls perceived as ‘masculine’. Violence based 

on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression 

is often referred to as homophobic and transphobic 

violence as it is grounded in: the fear, discomfort, in-

tolerance or hatred of homosexuality and sexually di-

verse people – lesbian, gay, and bisexual –(homopho-

bia); and transgender people (transphobia).154

Homophobic and transphobic violence in educational 

settings is a form of school-related gender-based vio-

lence, since it is clearly perpetrated as a result of exist-

ing gender norms and stereotypes.

Homophobic and transphobic violence can involve: 

physical violence; psychological violence, including 

verbal and emotional abuse; sexual violence, including 

rape, coercion and harassment, and bullying, includ-

ing cyberbullying. Like other forms of school-related 

violence, school-related homophobic and transphobic 

violence can occur in classrooms, playgrounds, toilets 

and changing rooms, around schools, on the way to 

and from school, and online. 
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Europe, even though some ministers from these regions 

decided to support the Call for Action by Ministers. 

Content and objectives of the Call for Action by 
Ministers

Governments that affirmed the Call for Action by Min-

isters recognize that any form of discrimination and vio-

lence in educational settings, including bullying, is an 

obstacle to the right to education. They also acknowledge 

that there is no inclusive and equitable quality education 

if learners experience discrimination or violence because 

of their actual or perceived sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression; and that, therefore, this form of dis-

crimination and violence prevents the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 that calls for “ensuring 

inclusive and equitable quality education for all” in the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, agreed on by 

UN Member States in 2015.

The Call for Action by Ministers describes a series of con-

crete steps to improve and scale up the implementation of 

comprehensive education sector responses to discrimina-

tion and violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression at country level. These steps are based 

on evidence of existing gaps and challenges, as well as 

promising policies and practices, which are presented in 

the report launched by UNESCO during the ministerial 

meeting ‘Out in the open: education sector responses to 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/

expression’.

Process for developing the Call for Action by 
Ministers

The text of the Call for Action by Ministers was drafted 

by a small group of government represenatives from six 

countries (Costa Rica, Japan, the Netherlands, Swaziland, 

Sweden, and the USA) representing five regions: Africa, 

Asia-Pacific, Europe, Latin America and North America. 

The group was chaired by the Minister of Education, Cul-

ture and Science of the Netherlands.155 Ministers were 

provided with the ‘Out in the open’ report, before it was 

officially launched at the ministerial meeting.

Text of the Call for Action by Ministers for an inclusive and equitable education for all learners in an 

environment free from discrimination and violence

1. Preamble

 We, Ministers and their designated representatives 

of Albania, Andorra, Argentina, Austria, Belgium, 

Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Cabo Verde, 

Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Czech 

Republic, Denmark, El Salvador, Fiji, Finland, 

France, Germany, Greece, Guatemala, Honduras, 

Israel, Italy, Japan, Madagascar, Malta, Mauritius, 

Mexico, Moldova, Montenegro, Mozambique, 

The Netherlands, Nicaragua, Norway, Panama, 

Peru, Philippines, Romania, South Africa, Spain, 

Sweden, Switzerland, United States of America 

and Uruguay:156

1.1 Recall the right to education enshrined in the Uni-

versal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and 

the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in 

Education (1960); as well as the rights of the child 

to non-discrimination and to be protected against 

any form of physical or mental violence, injury or 

abuse, as set out in the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (1989);

1.2 Welcome the UNESCO report ‘Out in the open: 

education sector responses to violence based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity/expres-

sion’;

1.3 Reaffirm our commitment to the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development which contains goals on 

ensuring inclusive and equitable quality educa-

tion and promoting lifelong learning opportuni-

ties for all (SDG4), and specific targets relating to 

‘ensuring that all learners acquire the knowledge 

and skills needed to promote sustainable develop-

ment, including, among others, through educa-

tion for sustainable development and sustainable 

lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promo-

tion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global 

citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity 

and of culture’s contribution to sustainable devel-

opment (target 4.7) and ‘building and upgrading 

education facilities that are child-, disability- and 

gender-sensitive and provide safe, non-violent, 

inclusive and effective learning environments for 

all’ (target 4.a);

1.4 Recognize that any form of discrimination and/or 

violence including bullying in educational settings 

are an obstacle to the enjoyment of the right to 

education and to equal access to educational op-

portunities of learners, and that no country can 

achieve inclusive and equitable quality education 

or equal access to educational opportunities, if 

any learners are discriminated against or experi-
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ence violence because of their actual or perceived 

sexual orientation and gender identity/expres-

sion;

1.5 Confirm our responsibility to promote human de-

velopment, including education and health, as 

well as to implement effective strategies to edu-

cate all children and young persons, and protect 

them from any form of discrimination and vio-

lence; through the harmonious development of 

their potential and capabilities, valuing and re-

specting their differences and similarities, as well 

as ensuring the full exercise of fundamental rights 

of all individuals and communities.

2. Whereas advances have been made in countries 

around the world to fulfil the above-mentioned 

commitments and responsibilities, there are still 

significant challenges:

2.1 Evidence from Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America 

and the Caribbean, North America and the Pacific 

consistently shows that learners who are perceived 

not to conform to gender norms or stereotypes i) 

report a much higher prevalence of violence com-

pared to others, and ii) are more likely to experi-

ence such violence in school than at home or in 

their community; 

2.2 The available data across regions also reveal that 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression occurring in educational set-

tings, has significant negative impacts on learners’ 

current and long-term education, health and well-

being; and therefore is a serious concern.

3. We acknowledge:

3.1 The promising policies and practices from a num-

ber of countries across the world, which demon-

strate that effective education sector responses to 

school-related violence require a comprehensive 

approach that both promotes inclusion, diversity 

and prevents and addresses violence in a broad-

er sense and situated context. Such an approach 

includes all of the following elements: effective 

national and school policies, relevant and appro-

priate curricula and learning materials, training 

and support for staff, support for learners and 

families, strategic partnerships, systematic data-

gathering and monitoring of violence, prompt 

and effective responses to acts of school-related 

violence, and evaluation of responses. It involves 

all relevant stakeholders and is implemented at 

national or sub-national levels;

3.2 The significant gaps in our existing responses to 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression in educational settings, as 

only some countries have most elements of a com-

prehensive education sector response in place to 

tackle this type of violence.

4. Based on the above considerations, we will work to-

wards developing and implementing comprehen-

sive responses to prevent and address discrimina-

tion and violence in all educational settings in our 

countries. Specifically, we commit to reinforcing 

our efforts to prevent and address violence includ-

ing that based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression, within the broad framework 

of a comprehensive education sector response to 

school-related violence including bullying, and 

while taking into account the specificities of dif-

ferent legal and socio-cultural contexts, ensuring 

the cooperation between countries to share best 

practices.

4.1 Monitoring systematically the prevalence of vio-

lence in educational settings, including violence 

based on sexual orientation and gender identity/

expression, through data-gathering mechanisms 

and other methods;

4.2 Establishing comprehensive policies at the appro-

priate level (national, subnational, school) to pre-

vent and address violence in educational settings, 

including violence based on sexual orientation 

and gender identity/expression;

4.3 Providing learners with access to age-appropriate, 

non-judgmental, human rights-based and accu-

rate information on harmful gender stereotypes 

and issues relating to gender non-conforming 

behaviours, including as appropriate through 

inclusive curricula, learning materials and learn-

ing outcomes, information campaigns, research 

and partnerships with civil society and the wider 

school community;

4.4 Providing training and/or support to teachers and 

other educational and school staff to prevent and 

address violence in educational settings, including 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression;

4.5 Taking other actions to ensure inclusive and safe 

school environments for all learners and provide 

support for those affected by discrimination and/

or violence, including discrimination and/or vio-

lence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression, as well as their families. 

4.6 Evaluating the efficiency, effectiveness and impact 

of education sector responses to violence, includ-

ing violence based on sexual orientation and gen-

der identity/expression;

5. We invite all countries to join in our efforts.
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A draft of the Call for Action by Ministers was circulated 

to governments invited to the ministerial meeting prior 

to the meeting to solicit feedback and additional input, 

and further discussions were held with government repre-

sentatives during the meeting itself in order to finalize the 

document. It was adopted by 26 countries and presented 

to all participants on 18 May 2016.

Lessons Learnt

The Call for Action by Ministers is based on the 
most up-to-date evidence on education sector 
responses to violence based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity/expression 

Ministers drafted and affirmed the Call for Action after 

being presented with solid evidence on the high preva-

lence of violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression across the world, its negative educa-

tional and health impacts, gaps in education sector re-

sponses to this form of violence, and in promising policies 

and interventions to prevent and address it. This evidence 

is summarized in the UNESCO ‘Out in the open’ report.

For developing the UNESCO report, data on school-relat-

ed violence including gender-based violence, and violence 

based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expres-

sion in particular, were collected from 94 countries and 

territories and analyzed through different processes. An 

extensive literature review was carried out of over 500 dif-

ferent resources. A rapid assessment instrument designed 

for the review to collect more systematic data on educa-

tion sector responses was filled in by key informants from 

12 countries, and interviews were conducted with 53 key 

informants. UNESCO generated new evidence in regions 

and countries where little or no data were available, for 

example in Thailand and in Southern Africa. A multi-

country study carried out in Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia 

and Swaziland on school-related gender-based violence 

explored, for the first time in those countries, violence 

targeting learners perceived as not conforming to gender 

norms. UNESCO also organized regional consultations in 

Asia-Pacific and Latin America and the Caribbean, whose 

findings were compiled in regional reports.157

Evidence on the scope and impact of violence 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity/
expression in schools

A significant proportion of LGBT students experience 

violence based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression in schools. This is shown consist-

ently by data from Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and 

the Caribbean, North America and the Pacific, with the 

proportion affected ranging from 16% in Nepal to 85% 

in the United States. LGBT students are also more likely to 

experience such violence at school than at home or in the 

community.

LGBT students report a higher prevalence of vio-

lence at school than their non-LGBT peers. In New 

Zealand, for example, lesbian, gay and bisexual students 

were three times more likely to be bullied than their het-

erosexual peers and in Norway 15%-48% of lesbian, gay 

and bisexual students reported being bullied compared 

with 7% of heterosexual students.

Students who are not LGBT but are perceived not 

to conform to gender norms are also targets. In 

Thailand, for example, 24% of heterosexual students ex-

perienced violence because their gender expression was 

perceived as non-conforming and, in Canada, 33% of 

male students experienced verbal violence related to their 

actual or perceived sexual orientation including those 

who did not identify as gay or bisexual.

School-related homophobic and transphobic vio-

lence affects students’ education, employment 

prospects and well-being. Students targeted are more 

likely to feel unsafe in school, miss classes or drop out. For 

example, in the United States, 70% of LGBT students felt 

unsafe at school, in Thailand, 31% of students teased or 

bullied for being or being perceived to be LGBT reported 

absence from school in the past month and, in Argen-

tina, 45% of transgender students dropped out of school. 

As a result, students who experience homophobic and 

transphobic violence may achieve poorer academic results 

than their peers. LGBT students reported lower academic 

attainment in Australia, China, Denmark, El Salvador, Italy 

and Poland. Homophobic and transphobic violence also 

has adverse effects on mental health including increased 

risk of anxiety, fear, stress, loneliness, loss of confidence, 

low self-esteem, self-harm, depression and suicide, which 

also adversely affect learning.
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Evidence on gaps in existing education sector 
responses to violence based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity/expression in schools

The review commissioned by UNESCO also reveals that, 

although the education sector has a responsibility to 

provide safe and inclusive learning environment for all 

students, few countries have all of the elements of a com-

prehensive education sector response in place. 

The UNESCO ‘Out in the open’ report describes a com-

prehensive response as encompassing all of the following 

elements: effective education and school policies, inclu-

sive curricula and training materials, training and support 

for staff, safe school environments that provide support 

for students and families, accurate information, strategic 

partnerships with the school community and civil society, 

monitoring of violence and evaluation of responses. It 

also includes both preventing and responding to violence, 

involves all relevant stakeholders and is implemented at 

national and sub-national levels. In the Call for Action 

by Ministers, commitments made by governments to 

strengthen their response refer specifically to each one of 

the elements of the comprehensive approach.

The Call for Action by Ministers is the outcome 
of a step-by-step inclusive awareness raising and 
mobilization process

The affirmation of the Call for Action by Ministers during 

the international ministerial meeting is the outcome of a 

number of activities carried out by UNESCO since 2011 

to raise awareness of policy-makers of the seriousness of 

the prevalence of homophobic and transphobic violence 

worldwide, and its negative impacts. 

In 2011, UNESCO convened an international expert con-

sultation on homophobic bullying in educational institu-

tions, which was the first consultation on this topic ever 

organized under the auspices of the UN. The findings were 

presented in the publication Good Policy and Practice in 

HIV and Health Education – Booklet 8: Education Sector 

Responses to Homophobic Bullying,158 launched in Paris 

on the International Day Against Homophobia/Transpho-

bia (IDAHOT) 2012. On the same day, UNESCO and the 

IDAHOT Committee published a lesson plan for teachers 

and educators to discuss homophobia and transphobia in 

the classroom.159

Since 2013 UNESCO has also supported activities at re-

gional and country levels in Asia-Pacific, Latin America 

and the Caribbean, and Southern Africa.

In Asia-Pacific and Latin America and the Caribbean, the 

regional consultations organized by UNESCO brought to-

gether a broad range of stakeholders from 22 countries. 

These consultations were the first opportunity in each re-

gion to analyze the situation from a regional perspective, 

and to share best policies and practices from countries at-

tending the consultations. Besides allowing the collection 

of useful data that were used for the global review com-

missioned by UNESCO, the consultations helped foster 

collaboration between civil society organizations within 

each region, and between civil society and governments 

at national level in an approach that aimed to be inclusive. 

In Latin America NGOs from seven countries launched a 

regional project to collect robust data on the scope and 

nature of homophobic and transphobic violence in edu-

cational settings, with support from the US-based NGO 

GLSEN. Following the regional consultation in Asia-Pa-

cific, Technical Working Groups comprising representa-

tives from government, civil society organizations, and 

academia were set up in China, Indonesia, the Philippines 

and Thailand to improve implementation of education 

sector responses to homophobic and transphobic vio-

lence. One important objective of these regional activities 

was to demonstrate that: homophobic and transphobic 

violence is not a phenomenon that affects only countries 

in the Global North; and that best policies and practices 

can be found in many regions, 

In the four Southern African countries where UNESCO 

supported a study looking at violence targeting stu-

dents perceived as gender non-conforming, researchers 

were requested to work in close collaboration with gov-

ernmental authorities including ministries of education. 

Ministries were involved in the study design and in the 

analysis of the data, including through national consulta-

tive meetings at the beginning and the end of the study. 

The research process was a way to sensitize them to the 

importance of the topic, ensure better understanding and 

ownership of research methods and data, and mobilize 

policy-makers for follow-up to the study. The study also 

helped de-mystify the notion that issues related to sexual 

orientation and gender identity are ‘not African’. 

The inclusive process used by UNESCO, involving differ-

ent regions and stakeholders, is re" ected in the regional 

diversity of countries that support the Call for Action by 
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Ministers. It was also re" ected in the large percentage of 

representatives from civil society who attended the min-

isterial meeting in May 2016 and shared their experience, 

recognizing that civil society organizations and particular-

ly LGBT organizations have shown leadership and have a 

strong expertise in preventing and addressing homopho-

bic and transphobic violence in and through education.

The Call for Action by Ministers is firmly linked 
to the rights of the child including the right to 
education

Since UNESCO started to support Member States in 

strengthening their education sector responses to vio-

lence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/ex-

pression, it has always used as the main rationale the fact 

that homophobic and transphobic violence in education-

al institutions threatens the right to education of many 

children and young people and is a barrier to achieving 

Education for All. The right to education has three di-

mensions: access to education on the basis of equality of 

opportunity and without discrimination on any grounds; 

quality education so that any child can fulfill his or her po-

tential, realize opportunities for employment and develop 

life skills on the basis of a broad, relevant and inclusive 

curriculum; and respect within the learning environment - 

equal respect for every child, including respect for identity 

and integrity, and freedom from all forms of violence in a 

safe and healthy learning environment. 

UNESCO’s work on the right to education of all children 

and young people, including those who are LGBT or per-

ceived as gender nonconforming, is supported by various 

international Declarations, Conventions and other inter-

national agreements such as the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (1948); UNESCO’s Convention against Dis-

crimination in Education (1960); the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (1989); and more recently the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015), which con-

tains Goal 4 on ‘ensuring inclusive and equitable quality 

education for all’.

The vast majority of UN Member States have ratified most 

above mentioned Agendas, Conventions and Declara-

tions. Therefore the achievement of the right to educa-

tion should be a priority for all Governments. It is also easy 

to understand that discrimination and violence, whatever 

the grounds they are based on, represent an obstacle to 

accessing quality education.

The affirmation of the Call for Action by Ministers 
is the result of a culturally-sensitive approach

As already noted, issues related to sexual orientation and 

gender identity/expression are very sensitive in many con-

texts, particularly in relation to education. For this reason 

UNESCO has used a culturally-sensitive approach in the 

activities it has conducted to support its Member States in 

strengthening their education sector responses to homo-

phobic and transphobic violence.

Using a culturally-sensitive approach does not mean 

that nothing should be done in settings where discuss-

ing sexual orientation and gender identity/expression, or 

homophobia and transphobia, is challenging because it is 

taboo or even forbidden. It means that entry points and 

terminology that are used should resonate within the lo-

cal cultural context.

The right to education for all children and young people 

is a universal entry point, as is the need to provide safe 

learning environments free of stigma, discrimination and 

violence. including gender-based violence. Homophobic 

and transphobic violence is a form of school-related gen-

der-based violence. Therefore in some contexts a useful 

way to introduce it is by explaining that the same harmful 

gender norms and stereotypes that affect girls in schools, 

also affect boys perceived as ‘effeminate’ and girls per-

ceived as ‘masculine’.

The use of culturally-sensitive terminology is also key to 

involving all stakeholders in the discussions and policy 

dialogues related to education sector responses to homo-

phobic and transphobic violence. For example, in the 

multi-country study supported by UNESCO in Southern 

Africa, all stakeholders agreed to use the following terms, 

particularly with students and teachers: ‘diversity-related 

violence’ that targets students who are ‘perceived as dif-

ferent in terms of their gender, such as boys who look or 

act like girls and girls who look or act like boys’. This made 

possible data collection even in countries where homo-

sexuality is illegal, and where therefore it was impossible 

to use the terms ‘homosexuality’ or even ‘sexual orienta-

tion’ during the research.
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The Call for Action by Ministers acknowledges that it is 

important to ‘take into account the specificities of differ-

ent legal and socio-cultural contexts’, which is probably 

why some countries were able to support it. This is only 

a recognition that there is not a one-size-fits-all approach 

and that specific entry points and different terminologies 

can be used.

The role of civil society has been instrumental in 
the whole process leading to the development of 
the Call for Action by Ministers and will be key for 
implementation and accountability of governments

Since UNESCO started its work to strengthen education 

sector responses to homophobic and transphobic vio-

lence, strong partnerships have been established with civil 

society including LGBT organizations at global, regional 

and national levels, recognizing their early leadership in 

this area and their expertise. They have gathered strategic 

information on the scope of violence based on sexual ori-

entation and gender identity/expression, and have imple-

mented innovative interventions in many countries. Those 

data and promising practices contributed to the evidence 

presented to policy-makers in the ‘Out in the open’ report 

and during the ministerial meeting.

The strong presence of representatives from civil society 

during the ministerial meeting will help advocacy efforts 

in countries that have not yet affirmed the Call for Action 

by Ministers. Civil society will also hold goverments ac-

countable that have supported the Call for Action, ensur-

ing better implementation of the commitments made to 

address homophobic and transphobic violence in schools. 

Conclusion

All forms of discrimination and violence in schools are an 

obstacle to the fundamental right to quality education of 

children and young people and thus must be prevented 

and addressed. Homophobic and transphobic violence is 

a complex and sensitive issue to address for governments 

in many countries. Political will and support to address it 

can be mobilized through evidence-based and culturally 

sensitive advocacy that engages all key stakeholders as 

part of wider efforts to prevent school-related violence 

including gender-based violence.
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8. The role of pediatricians in bullying prevention and in addressing emergent and in-
creasing forms of violence against children

Bernard Gerbaka, Fares BouMitri and Carla Haber

grammes are under way to address this need, including 

the programme Connected Kids: Safe, Strong, Secure.

Launched in 2005, Connected Kids: Safe, Strong, Secure 

gives pediatric healthcare providers a comprehensive, 

age-specific method to integrate violence prevention into 

primary care and the community. An asset-based ap-

proach to anticipatory guidance helps families raise resil-

ient children from birth to age 21 years. The programme 

consists of a clinical guide, parent and patient informa-

tion brochures and training materials. The clinical guide 

includes several worksheets and tools that help connect 

families to valuable community resources and reinforce 

important messages.161

An issue of emerging concern identified in the AAP policy 

is the association of bullying with subsequent assaultive 

behaviours, including high-profile school shootings. Oth-

er concerns are the association of bullying with weapon 

carrying; the psychological consequences of bullying 

(such as depression and suicidal thoughts); and the rela-

tionship between bullying and somatic conditions, disease 

morbidity and the development of long-term behavioural 

problems.

Bullying

Bullying is a form of violent behaviour that can lead to se-

rious problems for both victim and bully. The child who is 

bullied is at risk for behavioural problems, physical health 

problems and suicidal thoughts. This should be cause for 

alarm given that bullying is prevalent and affects up to 

half of all children and adolescents worldwide. 

The AAP policy defines bullying as a form of aggression in 

which one or more children repeatedly and intentionally 

intimidate, harass or physically harm a victim who can-

not defend herself or himself. Others note that bullying 

invokes an imbalance of physical and psychological power 

between the persons involved. Attacks are unprovoked, 

Introduction

School violence has been the focus of attention in recent 

years, partly due to the intense media coverage following 

events such as school shootings and suicides. One of the 

issues that has been catapulted into and remained in the 

spotlight is bullying, which has been tied to these major 

events in both the media and the academic literature. Bul-

lying is far too often seen as an inevitable part of youth 

culture. But the consequences of bullying can be serious 

and may reverberate throughout the lifespan: affecting 

not only children who are bullied and children who bully, 

but also their families and friends. 

Public health and safety professionals can and should play 

a major role in preventing bullying and its consequences 

by bringing their specialized skills and knowledge to creat-

ing the solution. Bullying has become such an important 

issue that it was included in the American Academy of 

Pediatrics (AAP) 2009 revision of its policy in regard to 

the role of the pediatrician in preventing youth violence. 

The revised policy re" ects the evolving epidemiology of 

intentional injury, identifies emerging issues in pediatric 

violence and affirms the basic tenets of the original policy. 

One of the problems addressed by the new policy is bully-

ing, a common form of violence that can have significant 

consequences for both victim and perpetrator.

AAP and LPS Policy on Youth Violence

With reference to a survey conducted in the late 1990s, 

the revised AAP policy statement “Role of the Pediatrician 

in Youth Violence Prevention” notes that violence-relat-

ed injury is a substantial problem routinely encountered 

by pediatricians.160 However, many pediatricians feel ill-

prepared to screen for and manage any type of violence 

other than child abuse. Awareness of youth violence has 

increased since the original policy was published in 1999; 

however, periodic AAP surveys show a need for youth vio-

lence training and support for pediatricians. Several pro-
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weapon.164 They behave in an active, outgoing, aggressive 

manner, using brute force or open harassment, rejecting 

rules and rebelling to make themselves feel superior and 

secure. Other bullies behave in a more subtle, reserved 

manner, trying not to be recognized as tormentors. Both 

types have the same underlying characteristics: interest in 

their own pleasure, desire for power over others, willing-

ness to manipulate others to get what they want and the 

inability to see things from another’s perspective.

The patterns of behaviour exhibited by bullies can also 

affect their future lives and the lives of those with whom 

they come into contact. Evidence indicates that children 

who bully often do not “outgrow” this behaviour, but 

carry it into their adult personal, family and work rela-

tionships—if there is no intervention. Research has shown 

that students (particularly boys) who bully others are es-

pecially likely to engage in other delinquent behaviours 

such as vandalism, shoplifting, truancy and frequent drug 

use.165 A study has found that this behaviour pattern of-

ten continues into young adulthood. About 35%-40% of 

former bullies had three or more officially registered crime 

convictions by age 24, while this was true of only 10% of 

boys who were not bullies.166

Bullies find it difficult to solve problems without violence, 

and most have low levels of anxiety and strong self-es-

teem. Contrary to popular belief, little evidence supports 

the idea that bullies victimize because of poor self-esteem. 

Research shows that bullies tend to be characterized by 

unusually low or average levels of anxiety and insecurity, 

and their self-image is also about average or even rela-

tively positive.

Children bully for a variety of reasons. Some bully to deal 

with difficult situations at home; some have been victims 

of abuse themselves. Bullies may have previously been re-

jected by their peers because they showed high rates of 

con" ict, aggression and immature play and were unable 

to see things from the perspective of another child.

Bullied: the victims

Passive victims tend to be insecure, reacting submissively 

and anxiously to situations. Many of these children are 

physically smaller, cautious, sensitive and quiet. They tend 

to have a negative view of themselves, seeing themselves 

as failures and feeling lonely, stupid, ashamed and unat-

tractive. However, the extent to which physical, mental 

or speech difficulties, glasses, skin color, weight, hygiene, 

systematic and purposely harmful toward the same child. 

Regardless of the definition, the key factors in bullying 

are the imbalance of power and the repeated pattern of 

abuse, as well as the critical point that bullying is not a 

developmental norm.

Bullying behaviour

Bullying behaviour is purposeful and is aimed at gaining 

control over another child. Bullying usually encompasses 

direct behaviours, such as taunting, threatening, hitting, 

kicking and stealing. However, bullying can also be indi-

rect (a form known as relational aggression) and include 

racial slurs or the spreading of cruel rumours that cause 

the victim to be socially isolated by intentional exclusion. 

Boys tend to prefer direct methods and girls, indirect 

methods.

Bullying behaviours differ in severity and form. Bullying 

behaviours range in severity from mild (pushing, spit-

ting and spreading rumours) to moderate (stealing lunch 

money, making intimidating phone calls and using racial 

slurs) to severe (in" icting bodily harm, threatening with a 

weapon and spreading malicious rumours). Forms include 

verbal, physical, and emotional intimidation, as well as 

racist and sexual bullying. 

Cyberbulling

Cyberbullying is bullying that takes place using electronic 

technology. Electronic technology includes devices and 

equipment such as cell phones, computers and tablets as 

well as communication tools including media sites, text 

messages, chat and websites162. Over the last three years 

there has been an 87 % increase in the number of Child-

line’s counselling sessions about online bullying.163

Bullying: the players

The players in a bullying situation include bullies and their 

supporters, victims and bystanders, some of whom may 

silently or actively support the bully or, occasionally, the 

victim.

Bullies: the perpetrators

Children and youth who often bully their peers are more 

likely than others to get into frequent fights, be injured in 

a fight, vandalize or steal property, drink alcohol, smoke, 

be truant from school, drop out of school and carry a 
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posture and dress play a role in victim selection is not 

known.

Provocative victims tend to be quick-tempered and try 

to fight back if they feel insulted or attacked. Children 

who tend to be restless and irritable and who tease and 

provoke others can also become victims. Some experts 

suspect that some children with attention-deficit/hyper-

activity disorder (ADHD) fit into this category. Other vul-

nerable populations are children with learning disorders, 

children with physical disabilities and children who are 

experiencing a family crisis or who are actually neglected. 

In general, it appears that the children who already have 

much to cope with in terms of physical, emotional or so-

cial disadvantage also become victims of bullies.

Bullies may target children whose characteristics deviate 

from the norm in size, appearance and way of thinking. 

However, they most often prey upon children who are 

shy, anxious or insecure and who lack social graces and 

friends. These victims tend to be close to their parents, 

who may be overprotective. Usually physically weaker and 

emotionally vulnerable, victims become easy targets who 

do not fight back.

Other players and bystanders

Little has been researched in regard to other players in the 

bullying equation. Using a sample of 462 Italian early ado-

lescents (mean age, 13.4 years; SD = 9 months), Pozzoli 

and Gini167 found that problem-solving coping strategies 

and perceived peer normative pressure for intervention 

were positively associated with active help toward a bul-

lied peer and negatively related to passivity. They also 

found that distancing strategies were positively associat-

ed with passive bystanding, whereas they were negatively 

associated with teacher-reported defending behaviour. 

Self-reported defending behaviour was positively associ-

ated with personal responsibility for intervention, but only 

under conditions of low perceived peer pressure.

Bullying not only involves the person who bullies and the 

person being bullied, but it also involves the students who 

witness the bullying. Bystanders are those who watch bul-

lying happen or hear about it. And depending on how 

bystanders respond, they can either contribute to the 

problem or the solution. According to the Eyes on Bully-

ing Project, there are two types of bystanders. Hurtful by-

standers are those that may instigate the bullying, laugh 

at the victim or cheer for the bully, or join in on the bul-

lying once it has begun. Hurtful bystanders also include 

those people who passively watch the bullying and do 

nothing about it. Passive bystanders “provide the audi-

ence a bully craves and the silent acceptance that allows 

bullies to continue their hurtful behaviour”.168 Helpful by-

standers are those that directly intervene while the bully-

ing is happening by defending the victim or discouraging 

the bully. Helpful bystanders also include those who get 

help or gather support for the victim from other peers.169

Consequences of bullying

There is no one single cause of bullying among children. 

Rather, individual, family, peer, school and community fac-

tors can place a child or youth at risk for bullying his or her 

peers. However, there are common characteristics. Chil-

dren who bully tend to be aggressive, quick to anger and 

impulsive; they lack empathy, have a need to dominate 

others and have trouble following rules.170 Victims can ex-

perience low self-esteem, depression and anxiety, all of 

which may carry into adulthood. Their academic progress 

may be impaired, and they may find themselves isolated 

because their peers fear losing status or becoming victims 

themselves. Female victims may later find themselves in 

abusive relationships. Some victims even commit suicide 

out of sheer desperation, believing that no one will help 

them. A recent, frightening trend is the number of victims 

who commit murder because they were chronically bul-

lied. Retaliation shootings have been executed by youths 

who feel inferior or mistreated. The young perpetrators 

of these crimes were constant targets of teasing and bul-

lying.

Bullies may develop conduct disorders and delinquent be-

haviours during adolescence, as well as serious antisocial 

and criminal behaviour in adulthood.171 Most bullies re-

main bullies throughout their lives. They typically drop out 

of school, have trouble holding jobs, and fail at maintain-

ing positive close relationships. One study demonstrated 

that as many as 60% of bullies in grades 6 to 9 had their 

first criminal conviction by age 24, compared with 10% of 

controls who were neither bullies nor victims as children.

Roles of healthcare professionals in violence 
prevention172

Like most violent acts, bullying can have devastating con-

sequences. Therefore, in concert with the AAP policy,173 

healthcare providers must act as leaders in violence pre-



60 Ending the Torment: Tackling Bullying from the Schoolyard to Cyberspace

vention, detection and intervention in their roles as clini-

cian, advocate, educator and researcher.

One of the goals of the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services is to “promote the economic and social 

well-being of individuals, families and communities”. This 

includes protecting the safety and fostering the well-be-

ing of children and youth, encouraging the development 

of strong, healthy and supportive communities and ad-

dressing the needs, strengths and abilities of vulnerable 

populations.174 

Furthermore, Healthy People 2020 has included the direct 

objective, “reduce bullying among adolescents” (IVP-35). 

In addition, several other objectives under injury and vio-

lence prevention and adolescent health are linked to bul-

lying prevention. These include: “reduce physical fighting 

among adolescents” (IVP-34): “reduce weapon carrying 

by adolescents on school property” (IVP-36), and; “in-

crease the proportion of adolescents whose parents con-

sider them to be safe at school” (AH-8).175

Public health departments have expertise and the ability 

to make a difference in preventing bullying because of 

their knowledge working with a broad range of people, 

including different state and local agencies, community 

groups, and families and youth themselves. As a field, 

public health deals with complex issues that require mul-

tipronged, sustained interventions/strategies and public 

health understands the need to adapt strategies over 

time. It also appreciates the need to select and implement 

evidence-informed/promising practices and supports pol-

icy change that promotes a healthy and safe climate.

Public health programmes can use the following five strat-

egies to help prevent bullying:

Assess relevant state law and policies related to bullying:

         
training, reporting systems, education, media, and 

state and community response systems.

       
prevention (teen dating, school health and after-

school programmes, primary care, school climate, etc.)

       
and policies.

        
Health Programmes) to disseminate information about 

practice and policies.

        -

vention laws and policies.

    

       -

vention.

Develop, implement, and evaluate interventions: 

       
curricula, including children with special health care 

needs, school health and safety, school-based health 

clinics, primary care visits, adolescent health and com-

munity–based child and adolescent programmes.

        -

munity to include bullying prevention as part of antici-

patory guidance.

       
medical providers, with resources necessary for appro-

priate responses for the victim, bystander and bully 

when bullying is identified.

         
bullying is considered when reviewing child and ado-

lescent deaths and to identify prevention strategies.

       
teach families/parents, community and children/ado-

lescents about bullying prevention, and what their role 

is in prevention.

  

Collect, analyze, and disseminate data: 

       
the surveillance of bullying. Encourage them to pro-

vide input on surveys or data collection, which can 

help schools understand the causes and consequences 

of bullying and inform prevention strategies.

        
safety professionals, and community providers to im-

prove data collection.
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and determine its future role in prevention.

Provide training and technical assistance to public health 

and other professionals: 

       
health professionals.

         
education about bullying prevention.

        -

cal practitioners and pediatric health providers to 

identify bullying and respond using appropriate inter-

ventions.

       -

ty providers including teachers, human service provid-

ers and sports/recreation programmes on recognizing 

and intervening using promising practices.

       
and education to include bullying identification, inter-

vention and prevention in their curricula.

Facilitate collaborations between relevant organizations 

and professionals:176

       
prevention.

       
change, to understand the role of the bystander, to 

encourage staff to serve as role models and to get 

youth involved in prevention (mentors, suggest policy 

changes, active bystanders, report).

       
health, child care and after-school programmes. Cre-

ate partnerships with private companies (health insur-

ance, etc).

     

        
comprehensive plans.

       
pediatric societies, as well as American Academy of 

Pediatrics, etc.

      

   

For the clinician

Clinicians should develop a comprehensive approach for 

anticipatory guidance, screening and counselling during 

routine health maintenance visits; and provide appropri-

ate and timely treatment or referral for violence-related 

problems.

As clinicians, healthcare professionals can intervene with 

victims and bullies on all three levels of prevention:

Primary prevention. Violence prevention is a key role 

for child care providers, and raising resilient children is a 

key aspect of violence prevention. Providers should insti-

tute a plan that encourages resiliency at each wellness 

visit. Healthcare providers can also assist parents in raising 

nonviolent children:177

      

         -

tion

  

         
them

      

     

  

     
making skills 

       
and manage stress 
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Secondary prevention. Healthcare providers should 

screen for bullying and victimization during school-age 

and adolescent wellness visits. Providers should also 

screen children who present with school phobia, mood 

or behavioural problems, or somatic symptoms (trouble 

sleeping, headaches, enuresis and stomachaches). Of 

note, providers should screen children and adolescents 

for depression and suicidal thoughts.

When asking a child about school, monitor the child’s de-

meanor to determine whether he or she behaves in a shy 

or withdrawn manner, especially when discussing peer re-

lationships and activities. Ask children about their route to 

and from school, because victims who are bullied during 

these times may be fearful of walking to and from school 

or riding the bus. Subtle signs, as well as obvious ones, 

may be present; however, realize that these signs can in-

dicate other disorders, such as depression and substance 

abuse, which should be ruled out. 

Possible signs of victimization include the following:178

    

 

       
interaction 

      

        
children 

    

      

       -

tra money or allowance for school lunch or supplies, 

stealing money 

          
school bathrooms) or enuresis 

     

      
avoid going to school or outright refusal to go to 

school 

       

            
protection 

        
making improbable excuses for the aforementioned 

signs.

Encourage children and their parents to verbalize their 

feelings about the bullying. Victims and their parents 

need reassurance that the healthcare provider can help 

them find effective ways to respond to bullying and re-

duce the likelihood of being bullied in the future.

Children are less likely to be bullied in a peer group. Vic-

tims with poor social skills and few friends might benefit 

from practicing social skills. Structured groups and activi-

ties, such as scouting, boys and girls clubs, sports, mar-

tial arts and after-school activities, help children develop 

these skills under adult supervision. Drama clubs teach 

children how to act in a manner that does not show what 

they feel, a skill that can be useful when being bullied.

In addition, healthcare providers can foster healthy self-

esteem and teach problem-solving skills and they can 

help children to be assertive rather than submissive. Par-

ents can make an appointment with their child’s teacher, 

principal, or counsellor to discuss the problem and to ask 

about the school’s anti-bullying policy. School personnel 

should take the problem seriously and investigate inci-

dents of bullying.179

Detecting bullies is more difficult than detecting victims 

because bullies are adept at hiding their mistreatment of 

others. Parents may have no idea that their child is bully-

ing another child until a teacher or another parent con-

fronts them about it. Some parents of bullies may have 

noticed that their child has little concern for others, is 

aggressive or manipulative, abuses animals, or possesses 

unexplained items or money. Bullies may act cocky, ar-

rogant, and self-assured, and they may have difficulty ac-

cepting authority. When asked about bullying, they are 

apt to be condescending about responding to questions. 

Because most bullies lack empathy, they tend to appear 
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pleased or amused when asked how they feel about other 

children getting hurt. Bullies may also exhibit some of the 

same signs as victims, especially depression and anxiety, 

and they may have substance abuse problems.

Intervening with bullies can be difficult because both the 

parent and child may be reluctant to admit to bullying. 

However, healthcare providers should advise parents that 

their child’s behaviours will have negative consequences 

for their child’s future and must be addressed.

Like victims, bullies benefit from learning appropriate so-

cial skills. Bullies should be encouraged to participate in 

small-group activities, preferably with older children as 

role models, so that they can engage in cooperative tasks. 

Adult supervision is warranted during these groups, and 

bullies should receive positive reinforcement each time 

they engage in prosocial or caring behaviours, which ena-

bles them to learn more positive ways of gaining attention 

and affection.

Healthcare providers can work with the parents to help 

them learn ways to demonstrate caring and affection to-

ward their children, as well as how to apply more consist-

ent and appropriate disciplinary measures. Parents should 

be encouraged to become more involved with community 

activities and with other parents. If the child demonstrates 

significant bullying behaviour or signs of a conduct disor-

der, referral to a mental health professional is appropriate.

Tertiary prevention. If a child displays the consequences 

of bullying, referral to a mental health professional is war-

ranted. If resources are scarce, be creative and consider 

alternatives, such as developing an alliance with a univer-

sity psychiatric nursing, psychology, social work, or coun-

selling programme, or investigate telepsychiatry services.

For the advocates

As advocates, healthcare providers can follow the AAP’s 

suggestions and advocate for publicly supported commu-

nity-based behaviour services, the protection of children 

from firearm exposure, bullying awareness programmes, 

responsible media programming, the role of health pro-

fessionals as public health messengers and the incorpo-

ration of youth violence prevention data (i.e. screening 

prompts) into electronic health records.

For the educators

As educators, healthcare providers can take the lead in 

educating parents and other professionals about bul-

lying.180 But first, we must better educate ourselves. 

Child mental health problems, particularly violence, can 

no longer take a back seat to physiologic disorders and 

disease in medical education. The mental and emotional 

health of children must be an integral part of every ba-

sic healthcare curriculum, not just offered as an elective 

course. We need to view community health and wellness 

as the foundation for healthcare and a healthy childhood 

as the foundation for a healthy adulthood. This paradigm 

can also help alleviate the growing issue of insufficient 

clinical placements for pediatric students. Most children 

in need of help are not lying in hospital beds.

Clinicians who are already in practice can learn about vio-

lence prevention through formal continuing medical ed-

ucation or professional development programmes, take 

elective courses, or do rotation work in medical school 

or postgraduate training. Becoming educated about how 

we can help families includes being aware of community 

resources for children and adolescents who are perpetra-

tors or victims of violence.

For the researchers

As researchers, healthcare providers can conduct studies 

and implement evidence-based practice projects.181 Clini-

cians can participate in practice-based research on the 

prevention of youth violence, contribute data to existing 

injury surveillance systems and advocate for legislatively 

mandated, municipally supported active local injury sur-

veillance systems. However, we also need to increase our 

focus on interdisciplinary violence research so that we can 

create more effective evidence-based methods to prevent, 

identify, and manage, youth violence, including bullying.

Conclusion

Bullying is violence and violence is a health problem that 

opens the door to a host of other health problems.182 

Healthcare providers must make violence prevention, 

identification and intervention a priority if they are to im-

prove the quality of life for children and for their future 

as adults.183
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Chapter III. School Interventions

9. Five key components in a global strategy against bullying

Dan Olweus and Susan Limber

consultants and supporters for schools who need assis-

tance in the implementation process. 

It is important to realize that what is presented here repre-

sents a theoretically coherent and coordinated programme 

with a clear implementation plan. That is something very 

different than a summary of research findings on bullying 

and possible intervention strategies, for example. There 

seem to be very few schools that can on their own select 

and integrate various pieces from such overviews into co-

ordinated and effective intervention efforts. 

Component #1: Define and Measure Bullying

In order to understand and change a problem or phenom-

enon, it is very important that the phenomenon is well 

defined and circumscribed. The definition of bullying that 

has been used for many years and been largely accepted 

by both researchers and practitioners reads as follows: “A 

person is being bullied when he or she is exposed, repeat-

edly and over time, to negative actions on the part of 

one or more other persons, and he or she has difficulty 

defending himself or herself”.185 Expressed in more every-

day language, one might say: “Bullying is when someone 

repeatedly and on purpose says or does mean and hurtful 

things to another person who has a hard time defending 

himself or herself”. To reduce uncertainty, we often add: 

“It is also bullying when a student is teased repeatedly in 

a negative and hurtful way”.

There are three components to this definition: a) it con-

cerns purposeful behaviour involving unwanted negative 

actions; b) it typically implies a pattern of behaviour re-

peated over time; and c) it involves an imbalance of power 

or strength. It is important to understand that bullying is 

about an abusive relationship occurring in a context such 

as a classroom, a school, a sports club, a neighborhood 

etc. The targeted student can be assumed to have at least 

some superficial knowledge of the perpetrator(s). The 

fact that bullying is about abusive relationships ties bul-

lying closely to the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Introduction

The current article presents five key components from the 

Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) that in our 

view could play a central role in a global strategy against 

bullying. The reason for recommending this compact ver-

sion of the OBPP, and not the complete programme, is 

that use of the full programme would require more re-

sources in terms of time and money than many schools, 

communities, or countries can or would like to use. Al-

though the particular combination of the components 

presented here has not been carefully evaluated in empiri-

cal research, all of these components have been evaluated 

with quite positive results in the context of the full pro-

gramme (more on that below). Although there are good 

grounds for assuming that systematic work on the basis 

of these components will have considerable positive ef-

fects, it will be important to design empirical studies to 

check the validity of this assumption.

In order to successfully realize practical intervention work 

based on these components and strategies, a minimum 

requirement is that there should exist a Handbook that 

provides much more detail about the various strategies 

and measures than can be given in this short article. 

This article is based on portions of the two handbooks 

that have been a cornerstone in the implementation of 

the complete OBPP - a Teacher Guide and a Schoolwide 

Guide.184 With some editing and updating, these guides 

can easily be combined into a single handbook. In the 

following, we assume that there exists such a Handbook 

and we will refer to the contents of that Handbook as 

the Program. In addition, since such an intervention pro-

ject is designed to transfer basic knowledge contained 

in the Program to the staff of a school or other unit, it 

is also very important that there are available at least a 

small number of professionals with special training and 

implementation competence (similar to today’s Certified 

Trainers/Consultants in the OBPP). Such professionals can 

assist in the training of needed professionals and serve as 
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Child, which requires states to protect children “from all 

forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse…” 

(Article 19).

The above definition was formulated already in the 

1980’s186 and this definition has been largely adopted by 

the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in their report 

about a “universal” definition of bullying.187 

With a clear definition of the phenomenon of interest, 

it is possible to develop instruments to measure or es-

timate the phenomenon with some degree of accuracy. 

With regard to the OBPP, it started with the development 

of a questionnaire to be used in a nationwide campaign 

against bullying in Norway in 1983. The Olweus Bully-

ing Questionnaire (OBQ) was expanded and revised in 

1996188 and has after that only undergone very minor 

changes. Gradually, a lot of information about the reli-

ability (precision) and validity (adequacy, value) of the 

Questionnaire has been gathered which by and large 

confirms the usefulness of the instrument developed.189 

The full questionnaire and a selection of the two global 

questions (about being bullied and bullying others) have 

been used in a number of international studies, including 

the repeated surveys of the Health Behaviour of School 

Children (HBSC) study involving more than 40 countries 

at present.190

The OBQ as used in the OBPP takes about 30-40 min-

utes to complete for most students in the relevant grades 

(grade 3 and higher). If one wants a shorter version, a se-

lection of the most important items of the Questionnaire 

would provide information about the prevalence (the per-

centage) of bullied and bullying students in the school, 

split by gender and grade (age), and about the prevalence 

of the different forms of bullying (direct physical, direct 

verbal, indirect/relational, and electronic/cyberbullying). 

In addition, a short version should include a question 

about where bullying occurs, in order to identify “hot 

spots” in the school, and one or two questions about stu-

dents’ perceptions of the level of anti-bullying activities on 

the part of their classroom/main teacher and other adults 

at school. Such a shortened version of the Questionnaire 

would only take 15-20 minutes to administer. If desirable, 

other questions of relevance could be added. 

The information contained in such a survey, and presented 

to the school in a printed report with user-friendly graphs, 

is an indispensable tool in the school’s anti-bullying work. 

First, the school leadership and staff will in this way get 

a reasonably realistic picture of the level and “architec-

ture” of the bully/victim problems in their own school. 

The associated heightened awareness of the school situa-

tion usually leads to increased engagement and a willing-

ness to initiate efforts for the benefit of the students. In 

addition, the survey information is of great value for the 

school leadership and staff in planning and designing the 

practical implementation of the Program.

A repeated survey with the same questionnaire one year 

later will help the leadership and staff monitor and assess 

their degree of success/lack of success. For example: Are 

there any noteworthy and meaningful changes compared 

to the results from the first survey?; What have we suc-

ceeded with?; and what do we need to work harder on? 

Although results for an individual school must be inter-

preted cautiously, the Questionnaire provides very useful 

feedback information to the school. 

Component #2: Establish a Bullying Prevention 
Coordinating Committee (BPCC)

 In order to get the key elements of the global strategy 

adequately implemented in a school, it is critically impor-

tant to establish a Bullying Prevention Coordinating Com-

mittee (BPCC). An overarching task of the Committee 

is to create a shared focus on the goal of reducing and 

preventing bully/victim problem, and to make all human 

resources at the school coordinate their efforts to reach 

that goal. Additional tasks of the BPCC include: 

       -

seminate the results

       
teachers and other staff

         -

gramme components are coordinated and proceed as 

planned

      
community, and the media.

A bullying prevention committee typically consists of 

8-14 persons and should include the lead administrator 

of the school building (principal or assistant principal). 

Other members are typically a teacher from each grade 

level, a mental health professional (as applicable), a mem-

ber of the non-teaching staff, and one or two parents. 

Where appropriate, one or two student representatives 
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may also serve on the committee (typically middle, jun-

ior, or high school grades). One of the members who has 

a good knowledge of the school and is a person with 

a strong dedication to anti-bullying, working along the 

lines described in the Program, is selected to be a Program 

(on-site) Coordinator. The Coordinator will have special 

responsibility for various practical and organizational tasks 

associated with implementation of the Program and of-

ten serves as chair of the committee. The members of 

this committee receive special training, develop a con-

crete plan for implementing the Program in the school 

and meet regularly throughout the school year to ensure 

effective and coordinated implementation.

Since the BPCC is responsible for adequate implementa-

tion of the Program in the school it is very important that 

all members of the committee acquire a good knowledge 

of the programme and its strategies and measures used 

to address bullying. It is possible in principle that the com-

mittee with use of the Program Handbook and some on-

line Program modules could achieve this on their own. 

However, to do so with some success would probably 

require more dedication and organizational effort than 

most ordinary schools can provide.

Use of a trainer with good knowledge of and experience 

with the Program (with certification as a Program trainer/

consultant) will in most cases be a simpler and more ef-

fective solution. In the full Program, we have usually rec-

ommended a full two-day training of the BPCC. However, 

with development of some pre-implementation online 

modules and/or organization of a couple of structured 

committee meetings prior to Program start, a one-day 

training of the committee would probably suffice. After 

the training, the trainer should provide at least one year 

of in-person or telephone consultation to the school’s 

on-site coordinator to help ensure fidelity to the model 

and to problem-solve as needed. This contact over the 

whole implementation period with a trainer with good 

knowledge of the Program is likely to greatly facilitate the 

implementation process.

An important task for the BPCC is to introduce the Pro-

gram to all other school personnel, including administra-

tors, teachers, bus drivers, custodians, cafeteria workers, 

lunchroom and playground supervisors, and after-school 

programme providers. This is typically done in a full-day 

session (or two half-day blocks) led by members of the 

committee (often the on-site coordinator with the assis-

tance of the trainer). 

The Handbook contains structured agendas for both the 

BPCC and the all-staff trainings.

Component #3: Revise the School’s Supervisory 
System

An important task for the BPCC is to review and refine the 

school’s supervisory system, so that bullying is less likely 

to happen. Administration of the Bullying Questionnaire 

will help identify “hot spots” in the school where bullying 

episodes tend to occur more often than in other places. 

Typically, hot spots for bullying are areas where adult-stu-

dent ratios are poor, where there are many students as-

sembled at the same time and areas staffed by personnel 

who are perceived by the students to have less authority. 

Such locations include the playground, the athletic fields, 

locker rooms, the lunch rooms (if available) and buses.

Areas where students are out of direct view can also be 

hot spots such as restrooms, hallways that have no class-

rooms and places out of view on the school groups. It 

is also worth noting that a considerable number of stu-

dents report that they are bullied in their classrooms (with 

teacher present or absent). Although attention may be 

focused primarily on hot spots, it is important to realize 

that bullying may occur in all areas of the school.

Research has suggested that there are less bullying prob-

lems when there more adults out to supervise the stu-

dents.191 But it is not possible to recommend a specific 

number of supervising adults (per 100 students, for ex-

ample) during recess/break periods, since there are many 

school-specific factors to consider, including the size and 

layout of the school grounds and how breaks are organ-

ized. The goal is to have an adequate number of adults 

among the students so that there is good supervision of 

what the students are doing. Since much bullying occurs 

during break periods, the likelihood of discovering bully-

ing (and other negative behaviour) must be high.

However, a good supervisory system is not just a mat-

ter of having enough supervising staff. The attitudes and 

behaviours of the supervising adults are of utmost impor-

tance. A staff member who does not intervene in a pos-

sible bullying situation communicates to the students that 

bullying is okay and will not lead to any consequences for 

the perpetrators. It also serves to reduce bystander empa-
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thy for students who are bullied and decreases the likeli-

hood that they will respond to assist and follow school 

rule number 2 (see below).

In contrast, when supervising adults do intervene firmly 

and consistently, this sends an important signal to the bul-

lying student or students and possible bystanders: “We 

don’t accept bullying in our school and such behaviour 

will be stopped and/or negative consequences will be giv-

en”. Such intervention also shows that adults care about, 

support, and protect students who are bullied which will 

help them feel safer from future bullying episodes. 

It is important that the school’s supervisory system is co-

ordinated so that all staff consistently react to bullying 

and take similar actions when faced with negative behav-

iour. In addition, the BPCC may want to develop a log 

or other system for systematic exchange of information 

about possible bullying episodes. In this way, students at 

risk of bullying or being bullied or left out might be identi-

fied and the situation sensitively addressed before a fully 

developed bullying problem has arisen.

Component #4: Introduce School Rules against 
Bullying and Hold Class Meetings

An important way to address bullying problems is to intro-

duce a few anti-bullying school rules and to apply positive 

and negative consequences to reinforce these rules. In the 

OBPP there are four such rules:

1. We will not bully other students.

2. We will try to help students who are bullied.

3. We will try to include students who are left out.

4. If we know that somebody is being bullied, we will tell 

an adult at school and an adult at home.

These rules cover both direct and indirect forms of bul-

lying, including social isolation and intentional exclu-

sion from the peer group. They are rules for the entire 

school and for each classroom and are often posted in all 

classrooms. The rules have been carefully developed to 

effectively address different aspects of bullying. For this 

reason, they should not be replaced or modified, except 

for possible minor word changes in rules 2-4. 

With every classroom in the school following the same 

rules, they are easier to enforce and students know more 

clearly what behaviour is expected. This common set of 

rules sends a signal to students, parents, and others that 

the school has a unified and coordinated policy against 

bullying.

Even though the school very likely has a code of con-

duct or discipline policy, this should not replace the four 

anti-bullying rules. At the same time, these rules provide 

specific guidelines for bullying and will be an important 

supplement to the school’s discipline policy.

For the rules against bullying to be effective–that is, to 

change student behaviour and norms-they should be 

clear and have consequences when they are followed or 

broken. As is well-documented by research, when indi-

viduals receive positive consequences for their behaviour, 

they are more likely to behave in the same way in similar 

situations in the future. Accordingly, it is important that 

teachers provide abundant positive reinforcement when 

students follow the rules. 

Unfortunately, positive reinforcement (and ignoring) is 

usually not enough to get aggressive students to change 

their behaviour. In many situations it necessary to use 

negative consequences as well. Use of negative conse-

quences is particularly relevant in relation to violations of 

the main rule: “We will not bully other students”. When 

some form of negative consequence is considered, it is im-

portant to remember that: such a consequence should be 

somewhat disagreeable or uncomfortable but not involve 

revenge, adult overreaction, or hostility; be appropriate 

for the student’s age, gender, and personality; and be 

logically related to the negative behaviour of the student, 

if possible. One way to achieve this may be to engage the 

students in discussions about suitable consequences for 

rule-breaking behaviour in class meetings

It is very important that the students get a clear under-

standing of what the various rules actually mean and how 

they play out in their daily school lives. A good way of 

making the rules concrete is to hold regular (weekly) class-

room meetings with the students. These meetings usually 

last for 20-40 minutes, depending on the students’ age. 

In a classroom meeting, the teacher is more of a facilitator 

than teacher and it is a great advantage if the meetings 

have a different structure and character than the ordinary 

teaching set-up. Students usually sit in a circle or half circle 

(“having circle time”) and the teacher may engage the 

students in role plays and similar, “non-traditional” meth-

ods to have them practice, and evaluate, different ways of 
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reacting in simulated bullying situations (The Handbook 

will have many useful examples to work from).

Among other things, class meetings are designed to:

         
four anti-bullying rules, and different ways of reacting 

when bullying occurs 

        
feelings and reactions and those of their peers

          -

velop a set of norms about bullying (and other impor-

tant issues)

        
among the classmates and their power struggles, and, 

more generally, what goes on in the group – the “in-

ner life” of the class.

Component #5: Address Bullying on the Individual 
Level

Before brie" y describing how individual bullying problems 

can be handled, it should be emphasized that implemen-

tation of some of the school and class-wide preventive 

measures discussed above can reduce the likelihood of 

bullying and the need for individual interventions. For ex-

ample, the introduction of school rules against bullying 

followed by class discussions and the development of an 

effective supervisory system may contribute to the detec-

tion of emerging bullying problems.

However, these group-level effects are often not enough, 

and it is necessary to develop a set of clear strategies for 

dealing with suspected or identified cases of bullying 

problems.192

In a situation where a teacher or staff member suspects 

that one of his or her students is being bullied but s/he is 

not certain, there are several ways to obtain more infor-

mation, such as talking with colleagues, increasing obser-

vation, speaking informally with the student, contacting 

the parents of the student who is potentially bullied, or 

administering a simple sociometric survey (for example, 

asking students to nominate three classmates they would 

like to collaborate with on a project).

If a staff member becomes aware of a likely bullying prob-

lem, a first step is to arrange one or more meetings with 

the student who has been reported to be bullied, and 

his or her parent(s). These meetings could be held with 

the student only (away from the other students) and then 

with the parent(s), or the student and parent could meet 

together with the teacher. The purpose of these meetings 

is to get very detailed information about the situation, 

offer support, and provide assurance about the commit-

ment of the school staff to stopping the bullying. 

Once enough detailed information has been gathered, 

the staff member will need to directly meet with the bul-

lying student or students. This should be done as quickly 

as possible after having identified the student(s) involved 

or suspected. It may be helpful to have another member 

of the school staff included in such meetings. Doing so 

sends a clear message that this is a situation that is taken 

seriously. 

If more than one student is involved in the bullying, the 

teacher should not talk with the students together as a 

group but have individual talks with each of them in quick 

succession so they have little opportunity to share what 

was discussed. It is often the case that one student has 

played a “leader” role in the bullying, and it is a good idea 

to talk to that student first, whenever possible. 

At this meeting, the teacher should confront the bullying 

students with the information about their roles in the bul-

lying, set possible consequences, and make it very clear: 

“We don’t accept bullying in our school, and we will see 

to it that it stops”. 

Separate follow-up meetings should be held with the 

involved students within one or two weeks to assess 

whether the bullying has stopped. Additional meetings 

may be held, as needed, to find out if the positive results 

have been maintained, or if additional support and inter-

ventions are required.

Briefly about the OBPP

The OBPP is a research-based, whole-school compre-

hensive approach that includes school-wide, classroom, 

individual components. The Program is focused on both 

short-term and long-term change that will create a safe 

and positive school environment. The overarching goals of 

the OBPP are to reduce existing bullying problems among 

students, prevent new bullying problems, and achieve 
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better peer relations.193 These goals are pursued by re-

structuring the school environment to reduce opportu-

nities and rewards for bullying behaviour and to build a 

sense of community. 

The OBPP is built on four basic principles. Adults at school 

should: (a) show warmth and positive interest in stu-

dents, (b) set firm limits to unacceptable behaviour, (c) 

use consistent positive consequences to acknowledge 

and reinforce appropriate behaviour and non-physical, 

non-hostile consequences when rules are broken, and (d) 

function as authorities and positive role models.194 These 

principles have been translated into interventions at the 

school, classroom and individual levels.195 

To date, seven large-scale evaluations of the OBPP have 

been carried out in Norway, involving more than 30,000 

students from more than 300 schools.196 Findings have 

revealed consistently positive Program effects among stu-

dents in grades 4-7, typically with reductions in bullying 

problems in the 35-50% range after eight months of in-

tervention.197 Although positive findings have also been 

obtained with students in grades 8-10, results have been 

less consistent and it has taken longer to achieve as strong 

effects as with younger students.198 In possibly the first 

study of long-term effects of an anti-bullying programme, 

Olweus followed students from 14 schools in Oslo (with 

approximately 3,000 students at each assessment) and 

observed reductions in self-reports of victimization of 

40% and self-reported bullying of 51% over a period of 

five years.199 

The OBPP has been introduced on a large-scale basis and 

with positive results (unpublished) in several countries 

outside Norway: Iceland, Sweden, Lithuania, and the U.S. 

In the U.S. more than 800 schools have implemented the 

Program and an evaluation of the OBPP (with quite posi-

tive results) involving 210 Pennsylvania schools followed 

over two years has also been undertaken.200 

The OBPP has also been positively evaluated in various 

meta-analyses. In the most comprehensive meta-analysis 

conducted so far comprising all anti-bullying programmes 

in the world (at that time) , the authors concluded that 

the OBPP could “be the basis of future programs”201 and 

“programs inspired by the work of Dan Olweus worked 

best”.202
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10. Making large-scale, sustainable change: experiences with the KiVa anti-bullying pro-
gramme

Sanna Herkama and Christina Salmivalli 

student has the right to safe school environment. But even 

though the law was further amended in 2003 to include 

a clearer statement that the education provider “shall 

draw up a plan in connection with curriculum design, for 

safeguarding pupils against violence, bullying, and harass-

ment, execute the plan, and supervise adherence to it and 

its implementation”204 there was no apparent reduction in 

the prevalence of bullying. For example, the School Health 

Promotion Study conducted regularly by the National Insti-

tute for Health and Welfare indicated that the prevalence 

of victimized students had remained approximately the 

same in Finnish middle schools (grades 8 and 9, which are 

included in the study) since the late 1990s. 

Other large-scale international surveys also indicated the 

need to take further action. The results obtained from 

OECD’s (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development) PISA (Programme of International Student 

Assessment) study and the World Health Organization’s 

HBSC (Health Behaviour in School Aged Children) study 

in 2006 were controversial; although Finnish students did 

perform academically very well (PISA), their well-being at 

school was low (HBSC). It became clear that the legislative 

changes alone were not enough; something more was 

needed in order to deliver change nationwide. 

This was the moment when the Ministry of Education and 

Culture in Finland decided to allocate resources to a more 

systematic and long-lasting anti-bullying work nation-

wide. A contract was made with the University of Turku 

to develop and evaluate a new intervention programme 

aimed at preventing and reducing bullying and minimizing 

its negative consequences. This led in turn to the creation 

of the KiVa anti-bullying programme at the University of 

Turku, by the Department of Psychology and the Centre 

for Learning Research. 

Introduction

In 2006, the Finnish Government decided to support the 

development of an evidence-based bullying prevention 

programme and its large-scale implementation across 

schools in Finland. At that time, no-one could foresee 

that the KiVa anti-bullying programme would eventu-

ally be implemented by 90% of Finland’s basic education 

schools, that it would have remarkable effects on the 

prevalence of bullying problems, and would be evaluated 

and implemented in numerous countries outside of Fin-

land. Studies indicate that KiVa is effective in decreasing 

bullying and victimization, but evidence also shows that 

the programme is scalable and sustainable. In the present 

chapter, we will introduce the background and the theo-

retical base of the KiVa programme.203 Also the main find-

ings of the evaluation studies conducted so far and the 

content of the KiVa anti-bullying programme are present-

ed. Furthermore, we will contemplate the key elements 

of implementing and sustaining a large scale intervention 

programme over the long run.

Legislative changes leading to the development of 
a national anti-bullying programme in Finland 

The development of the KiVa anti-bullying programme in 

Finland is an example of how strength of will and commit-

ment on the part of politicians, policy makers, researchers, 

and school staff can make a difference, in" uencing the 

well-being of numerous children and adolescents across an 

entire country. The development of the KiVa programme 

was originally an answer to the demand to reduce bullying 

since changes in legislation seemed not to be enough. For 

decades, a safe school environment and students’ wellbe-

ing have been given attention in the public discourse and 

policy making in Finland. For instance, the Finnish Basic 

Education Act has stated since 1999 that each and every 
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Mechanism of change: school bullying as group 
phenomenon 

The expert team responsible for the development of the 

KiVa anti-bullying programme had studied bullying for a 

long time, focusing especially on the peer group dynam-

ics related to bullying and the implications for prevention/

intervention work. This approach became the theoretical 

backbone of the programme. A theoretical base, support-

ed by empirical evidence, provides a solid starting point 

for building a strong programme, the working mecha-

nisms of which can also be tested in evaluation studies.

The participant role approach to bullying205 captures the 

essence of the social architecture of bullying. The role of 

peer bystanders is the core of the KiVa programme. The 

basic idea is to make bullying behaviour less rewarding 

for the perpetrator by changing bystander responses. If 

the students bullying others are not rewarded for their 

behaviour they are less likely to bully others in the future. 

Peers may sustain or decrease the behaviour of bullies by 

either supporting the bully or by giving neither attention 

nor approval for his or her behaviour. In" uencing the 

bystanders is likely to be easier than trying the in" uence 

the perpetrators directly; they may have deepseated 

cognitions regarding the use of aggression and their 

behaviour is often socially rewarded and thus functional. 

Numerous studies provide support for KiVa’s theoretical 

base. They confirm the notion that bystanders’ behaviour 

plays a crucial role in bullying. For instance, the more the 

classmates tend to reinforce the bully’s behaviour, the 

higher the frequency of bullying in a classroom.206 In con-

trast, high levels of defending behaviour (peers providing 

support for victimized peers and showing that they do not 

approve of bullying) is associated with less frequent bully-

ing behaviour. Evaluation studies have shown that in KiVa 

schools (as compared with control schools) only one year 

after the implementation of KiVa there was less victimiza-

tion, bullying, and reinforcing of the bully, but more empa-

thy towards victimized peers and more capacity to support 

and defend them.207 In other words, the KiVa programme 

brings about changes in emotions, cognitions, as well as 

actual behaviours of children and young people.

Interestingly, the theoretical model of KiVa is further sup-

ported when mediating mechanisms of the programme 

are investigated. More precisely, the decrease of bullying in 

KiVa schools is mediated through changes in students’ atti-

tudes toward bullying and their perceptions of classmates’ 

tendency to reinforce the bullies or defend the victims.208 

In addition, changes in students’ perception of their teach-

ers’ anti-bullying attitudes (students in KiVa schools start 

perceiving that their teachers are clearly against bullying) 

lead to a reduction in bullying behaviour. In practice, these 

results re" ect the importance of communicating one’s 

anti-bullying attitudes, stating out loud that bullying is not 

tolerated – and this should be done by children and young 

people themselves, as well as their teachers.

Evaluating the effectiveness of the KiVa anti-
bullying programme

The evaluation studies conducted during the randomized 

controlled trial (RCT) in 2007–2009 indicate that the KiVa 

anti-bullying programme is effective in reducing bully-

ing and victimization. During the first stage of the RCT in 

2007–2008 more than 8,000 students (grades 4–6 of el-

ementary school) participated in the data collection. After 

only nine months of implementing KiVa, the prevalence 

of self-reported victims and bullies were found to have 

decreased by 30%-40% and 17%-33%, respectively in 

KiVa schools compared to control schools.209 The second 

stage took place in 2008–2009 with nearly 7,000 stu-

dents from grades 1–3 and over 16,000 middle school 

students (grades 7–9) participating in the data collection. 

The effects were found to be moderate in lower grades 

but more inconsistent in middle school.210

As could be expected, the effectiveness of the programme 

during the nationwide rollout (2009–2010) was overall 

somewhat weaker than observed during the RCT. The 

number of self-reported victims and bullies decreased by 

15% and 14%, respectively.211 But it should be noted that 

this is a significant proportion of students. If the decrease 

were generalized to the population of around 500,000 

students participating in basic education in Finland such an 

effect would correspond to a reduction of approximately 

12,500 victims and 7,500 bullies during one school year. 

A positive trend has been maintained since the broad roll-

out in 2009. More schools have started implementing 

KiVa and their progress has been monitored by annual 

student and staff online surveys. Approximately 1500 

schools, with around 200,000 students, have participated 

in this data collection. The surveys offer information about 

the prevalence of victimization and bullying across years. 

Self-reported victimization and bullying have decreased 

considerably in six years being 17.2% at the baseline and 

12.6% after six years of implementation (see Figure 1). 



School Interventions 77

The proportion of student perpetrators has decreased 

from 11.4% to 5.9% respectively. As all schools involved 

in this data collection are implementing KiVa, we can-

not tell whether a similar trend has taken place in other 

schools as well: we are currently in the process of combin-

ing our data with those from other nationwide surveys. 

From time to time, the question is posed as to whether 

general anti-bullying practices, such as KiVa, are effective 

in reducing all forms of bullying. This question is particu-

larly raised in regard to cyberbullying. The evaluation stud-

ies of KiVa indicate that systematic anti-bullying strategies 

can be effective in reducing all forms of bullying, including 

cyberbullying. The KiVa programme has been found to re-

duce cyberbullying and cyber-victimization in elementary 

schools and to some extent in middle schools.212 Further-

more, the studies indicate that various forms of bullying 

are interrelated. If a student is being bullied in one way 

he or she is typically targeted by several other forms of 

negative behaviour and this can also happen online.213 

In general, the KiVa anti-bullying programme takes the 

view that bullying and cyberbullying are not separate phe-

nomena. Cyberbullying is understood as a type of bullying 

which needs to be given special attention but which can 

be reduced by targeting the mechanisms behind bullying 

in general.

The KiVa programme was primarily designed to target 

bullying and victimization not to improve the school cli-

mate or feelings of general safety. But as might have been 

expected, reduced bullying was also connected to a de-

cline in anxiety, the more positive perception of peers214 

as well as to increased enjoyment of school, improved 

perceptions of the classroom and school climates, and 

increased academic motivation.215 In practice these find-

ings imply that well-planned and executed anti-bullying 

practices will not only reduce bullying but also improve 

the child’s overall school experience.

The KiVa anti-bullying programme: concrete and 
systematic tools 

In order to achieve consistently successful implementa-

tion an intervention programme needs to be systematic 

and solid. If the programme offers answers to questions 

like “Who should do the preventive work?”, “Who is in 

charge of solving the acute cases of bullying?” and “What 

should be done in practice and when?” it is more likely 

to be successfully implemented at the school. An effec-

tive intervention programme at its best offers clear and 

detailed guidelines for the whole school community to 

prevent bullying and to effectively tackle all cases. 

Figure 1.  

Reduction in being bullied or bullying others (at least 2 to 3 times a month in the last couple of months) in 

2009–2015 in Finnish schools (Ns = 634–2,126) implementing the Kiva anti-bullying programme (grades 1–9).
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In practice, the KiVa anti-bullying programme consists of 

universal and indicated actions (see Table 1). Universal 

actions focus on preventing bullying by creating an anti-

bullying culture. Schools may communicate and show in 

many ways that they are a KiVa school. They may organ-

ize Back-To-School nights for parents, meetings for staff, 

and a KiVa kick-off at the beginning of each school year 

for students. The idea is to disseminate widely the basic 

idea of a school without bullying. Furthermore, there are 

highly visible vests for teachers to wear while supervising 

at recess time and posters to signal that the school imple-

ments KiVa and that bullying is therefore not tolerated. 

Table 1.  

Universal and indicated actions included the KiVa 

anti-bullying programme. 

Universal actions Indicated or specific actions

Staff meeting

Kick-off

Parents’ newsletter, guide, 
and Back-to-School night

Visible symbols, such as 
posters, vests

KiVa student lessons and 
themes

Online KiVa games

Annual online survey for 
both students and staff 

Tackling the cases coming to 
attention

Series of discussions with the 
victim and the perpetrator/s 
effectuated by KiVa teams 

Classroom teacher offers 
support

A few high-status classmates 
are invited to offer support for 
the victim

Parents are informed

An essential part of the preventive work includes student 

lessons (primary school) and the presentation of themes 

(middle school). The lessons and themes, delivered dur-

ing regular school hours, include topics related to social-

emotional skills and group dynamics generally, as well as 

issues related to bullying specifically. For instance, issues 

such as recognizing bullying, understanding the role of 

bystanders in the bullying process, safe strategies to sup-

port the victim, and the consequences of bullying are ad-

dressed. The manuals are concrete with the goal for each 

lesson being described along with detailed descriptions of 

various teaching methods and activities (e.g. group dis-

cussion, videos, learning-by-doing). In addition, there are 

three age-specific virtual learning environments available 

online for the schools implementing KiVa. These online 

games provide additional material to the student lessons, 

along with exercises to rehearse the topics covered during 

the lessons. 

Indicated actions are put into operation when cases of 

bullying are being brought up. Each school implementing 

KiVa is advised to nominate staff members to be part of 

KiVa team responsible for handling such cases. They are 

provided with detailed instructions and training regard-

ing the procedure. There is empirical evidence that the 

approach is highly efficient. Victimized children who had 

participated in the discussions reported two weeks after 

the discussion that the bullying had stopped (78%) or at 

least decreased (20%).216

In addition, student and staff surveys are organized annu-

ally for KiVa schools. These schools receive automatically 

generated feedback on both surveys. This allows schools 

firstly to follow the trends of the prevalence of bullying 

and victimization at their own school. Secondly, the stu-

dent survey offers the possibility of comparing the results 

to the national trend. Thirdly, the surveys indicate what 

has been done in an attempt to tackle bullying during 

the year and what has been achieved. This is a simple 

and concrete way to evaluate the input compared to the 

achievements accomplished at the school level. 

The KiVa anti-bullying programme promoting 
whole school approach 

The KiVa anti-bullying programme is designed as a whole 

school programme. Even the logo of the programme re-

" ects the idea that the entire school community is holding 

hands together and standing up for the same purpose, 

to stop bullying. KiVa is an acronym, which stands for 

Kiusaamista Vastaan, against bullying. In the KiVa pro-

gramme the school community is interpreted broadly and 

everyone has their own role in tackling bullying. Because 

the programme is based on the idea that bullying is a 

group phenomenon every student is seen as part of, not 

only the problem, but also the solution. Therefore, it is 

also the students’ responsibility to put an end to bullying. 

Teachers, on the other hand, are at the heart of raising 

awareness, providing students with the confidence and 

the strategies to respond constructively to bullying. Par-

ents have the important role of supporting the implemen-

tation of the KiVa programme and extending KiVa and its 

core principles to everyday life at home. Each school im-

plementing the programme has a KiVa team responsible 

for tackling the acute cases of bullying and ensuring that 

every student has a safe school environment. This requires 
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some negotiating over who will be included in the KiVa 

team and over how the KiVa team functions in practice 

(e.g. which cases to appoint to the KiVa team, where and 

when the KiVa team meets).

The whole school approach means also an effective 

launch of the programme from the very beginning. If the 

basic aim is to create a school without bullying it is es-

sential that every member of the community is included 

and knows this from the beginning. Furthermore, KiVa 

should not be a short-term project but rather it should 

become part of the school’s everyday practices. Anti-bul-

lying work is not something that comes and goes: rather 

the idea underpinning KiVa is to create a school culture 

where bullying is not tolerated. In practice, we have no-

ticed that taking this task seriously requires considerable 

resources and effort. Quite typically a school starting on 

the KiVa anti-bullying programme faces the questions of 

what the programme is actually about and how can it be 

implemented. Once these questions are negotiated and 

the answers are clear the school can implement KiVa suc-

cessfully. Taken together, the KiVa programme requires 

that the whole school stands up to bullying. It is designed 

to become an integral part of the school’s everyday life. 

The KiVa anti-bullying programme in the long 
run – supporting implementation 

At the moment approximately 90% of the 2400 schools 

offering basic education in Finland are registered KiVa 

programme users. Some of them have already imple-

mented KiVa over seven years. The question arises as to 

how the programme can be effectively sustained over 

time. An anti-bullying programme can only be efficient if 

it is implemented properly. This notion holds for the KiVa 

programme as well. For example, the number and qual-

ity of lessons that teachers deliver is associated with the 

magnitude of change in student-reported victimization.217 

More precisely, the more time teachers used to prepare 

the KiVa lessons and the higher the proportion of tasks 

they delivered during the lessons, the larger the reduc-

tions in victimization. 

Some aspects of implementation have remained strong 

and others have declined during the roll-out of KiVa in 

Finland. There are two negative trends connected to KiVa 

lessons to be noted. Firstly, the implementation of student 

lessons decreases during each school year. That is, many 

teachers begin with active lesson delivery, but this falls 

short towards the middle and especially the end of each 

school year. Secondly, the overall level of lesson delivery 

decreases across the years. In 2009–2010, for example, 

an average of 78% of the KiVa lessons were delivered 

by teachers, but in 2014–2015 this proportion was only 

64%. 

In regard to indicated actions there are a few notable 

trends. Firstly, the number of cases handled by KiVa teams 

has slightly decreased across the years (from 7.5 to 6.2 

cases per year). Importantly, findings based on annual 

surveys show that the proportion of students who have 

been in a KiVa team discussion and found it effective, 

has increased over the years. Furthermore, the follow-

up meetings organized a few weeks after the KiVa team 

discussions and the documentation of the bullying cases 

have both become more common. These both play an 

important role in tackling emerging cases. The follow-up 

meetings in which the KiVa team members meet again 

with the students who had been involved in bullying are 

perhaps the most central factor contributing to the ef-

ficiency of the indicated actions. Documenting cases of 

bullying, on the other hand, makes is possible to under-

stand the overall situation of bullying in the school. All of 

these trends indicate that the programme is heading in 

the right direction. 

The KiVa programme has been found to be effective in 

reducing victimization and bullying but it is only effec-

tive if it is consistently and thoroughly implemented. If the 

importance of anti-bullying practices were widely recog-

nized on the part of the staff of all schools and munici-

palities a lot more could be done in future. In practice, 

for example, a head teacher holds a key role in creating 

space for high-quality anti-bullying work. Our experiences 

with the KiVa programme indicate that the level of imple-

mentation seems to be higher in schools where the head 

teacher’s support for and commitment to anti-bullying is 

high.218 
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Conclusion 

The KiVa anti-bullying programme is an example where 

theory and an evidence-based approach, combined with 

systematic and sustainable implementation nationwide, 

can deliver desirable social outcomes. These elements 

are at the heart of the success of the approach. At the 

moment the core question arising is how to guarantee 

sustainable and effective implementation in the long run. 

Teachers hold a central role in implementing a high qual-

ity programme. The students change but the teachers and 

other staff are there to stay. They need occasional mo-

tivation boosts and support for their extremely valuable 

work. KiVa newsletters, quality recommendations regard-

ing high-quality programme implementation, a nationally 

visible campaign, biennial KiVa days, and the provision of 

training and support for schools, are of vital importance 

in keeping up the KiVa spirit in schools. Sharing best prac-

tices and experiences seem to be extremely important for 

teachers. 

To conclude, reducing school bullying is not a hopeless 

task but it certainly is not easy. A realistic aim for a preven-

tion programme such as KiVa is to reduce the prevalence 

of bullying in the long term and to ensure the sustainabil-

ity of its carefully designed practices. 
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11. Bullying from a gender-based violence perspective

Julie Hanson Swanson and Katharina Anton-Erxleben

across cultures, are dynamic and can change over time. 

School violence is gendered as it is inextricably linked with 

power and social dynamics, gender inequalities, sexuality, 

and gender identity219. Conceptualizing school violence as 

profoundly gendered provides a coherent framework for 

analysis, informs prevention interventions, and explicitly 

identifies girls and boys as both potential victims and per-

petrators. 

In places where gender inequality is the norm, boys of-

ten learn to express their masculinity through dominant 

and aggressive behaviour, and girls often learn to be 

passive, submissive, and accepting of violence directed 

against them. When boys are socialized to dominate oth-

ers verbally or physically to prove their masculinity, they 

internalize a mindset that can lead to bullying and other 

forms of gender-based violence. Boys who do not fit into 

conventional notions of masculinity may be emotionally 

or physically abused, as are girls who do not fit into con-

ventional notions of femininity. When teachers and other 

school personnel respond to incidents of violence by say-

ing, “Boys will be boys”, “Girls ask for it,”, or “Girls need 

to act like girls” then these statements reinforce the belief 

that specific forms of violence are an unchallenged way 

of life and are, therefore, acceptable. These entrenched 

gender norms and beliefs are self-reinforcing and serve to 

perpetuate violence in schools and elsewhere. 

The gendered differences in bullying experienced by boys 

and girls are not always recognized. Boys and girls are 

bullied at similar rates,220 but boys are more often perpe-

trators than girls221, and the type of bullying that girls and 

boys experience is different: girls more often experience 

psychological bullying222 such as gossip and name call-

ing and boys more often experience physical bullying.223 

Conformity with heterosexual gender norms also affects 

who gets bullied224 and homophobic bullying (i.e., bully-

ing related to perceived or real non-heterosexual gender 

identities) especially often crosses the line into sexual har-

assment.225 

Introduction

Gender-based violence in and around educational set-

tings is a global phenomenon. Worldwide, 246 million 

young boys and girls experience violence at or on their 

way to school every year. This paper provides the ration-

ale for grounding bullying within a gendered framework 

of school-related gender-based violence (SRGBV). It ex-

amines the cost of bullying to governments in low and 

middle-income countries and its impact on student well-

being and academic performance. A conceptual frame-

work and toolkit for measuring SRGBV is also discussed.

What is School-Related Gender-Based Violence?

School-related gender-based violence is physical, sexual 

or psychological violence or abuse that is based on gen-

dered stereotypes or that targets students on the basis 

of their sex, sexuality or gender identities. School-related 

gender-based violence reinforces gender roles and per-

petuates gender inequalities. It includes rape, unwanted 

sexual touching, unwanted sexual comments, corporal 

punishment, and bullying. Violence can take place in for-

mal and non-formal schools, on school grounds, going to 

and from school, in school dormitories, in cyberspace or 

through mobile phone technology. School-related gen-

der-based violence may be perpetrated by teachers, stu-

dents, or community members. Both girls and boys can 

be victims, as well as perpetrators.

Why is it Important to Conceptualize Bullying as 
Gendered?

Gender is a social construct that refers to relations be-

tween and among men and women and boys and girls, 

based on their relative roles in the home, school, com-

munity and society. Gender norms dictate what types of 

behaviours are generally considered acceptable, appropri-

ate, or desirable for women, men, boys and girls. These 

are usually centred on conceptions of femininity and mas-

culinity. As a social construct, gender norms and roles vary 
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As part of any bullying intervention at the school level, 

programmes need to challenge gender stereotypes that 

foster inequitable power relationships between boys and 

girls. This includes challenging gender norms that pres-

sure boys into violent, aggressive behaviours that harm 

themselves and others and norms that pressure girls to 

not assert themselves and increase their risk of being vic-

tims. Children need the tools to express themselves asser-

tively rather than aggressively and to respond to con" ict 

in non-violent ways. Schools also need to be safe spaces 

to protect children who do not conform to societal norms 

of masculinity and femininity from being bullied.

What are the Costs to Bullying?

Emotional/Physical Costs. The negative effects of bul-

lying are well-documented and often severe. Children 

who are victims of bullying are more likely to experience 

emotional and mental health problems.226 The most com-

mon mental health issues that have been associated with 

bullying are depression and thoughts of suicide.227 A 

cross-cultural study228 found that more than 30% of bul-

lied students reported feelings of sadness and more than 

20% had thoughts of suicide. Psychological problems ap-

pear to be worse for sexual minorities who are bullied 

than for other students.229 Children who are the victims of 

non-sexual, school-related violence are also much more 

likely to participate in risky behaviours, including using 

drugs, smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and having 

unsafe sex.230

In addition, physical symptoms have been associated with 

the experience of bullying. Across countries, Nansel and 

colleagues found that both victims and perpetrators of 

bullying experienced health problems at a higher rate 

than those who were not involved in bullying.231 Other 

studies also confirmed these effects, with health prob-

lems differentially worse for girls than for boys.232 Health 

problems such as headaches, stomach aches, and having 

trouble sleeping are common.233 In one study, more than 

70% of bullied students reported having insomnia.234 

Because bullying and the threat of bullying usually exist 

across time, sustained changes in educational, mental, 

and physical outcomes can be detected.235 

Academic Costs. Few studies in any part of the world 

have examined the cost of bullying on students’ educa-

tional achievement. RTI International was commissioned 

by USAID to conduct a literature review of the available 

evidence on school violence and learning, with particular, 

but not sole, reference to developing countries. The Liter-

ature Review on the Intersection of Safe Learning Environ-

ments and Educational Achievement found support for a 

relationship between school violence and learning.236 For 

example, the Progress in International Reading Literacy 

Study (PIRLS) and the Trends in International Mathematics 

and Science Study (TIMSS), two of the very few large-

scale studies that provide internationally comparable 

data on a variety of education indicators, show a system-

atic correlation between bullying and other measures of 

Figure 1.  
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school safety and discipline with lower test scores both in 

developed and developing countries.237 

While these correlational studies do not imply a causal 

effect and cannot separate effects of school safety, dis-

cipline, and bullying from other characteristics of these 

schools, such as lack of resources and lack of trained 

teachers among others, a follow-up study conducted a 

“deeper dive” into existing 2011 PIRLS and TIMMS data. 

USAID commissioned the study, The Relationship Between 

School-Related Gender-Based Violence and Student Per-

formance in Botswana, Ghana, and South Africa, with 

the Center on Con" ict and Development at Texas A&M 

University to identify and quantify a causal effect of bul-

lying on academic performance and identify other demo-

graphic and economic covariates that in" uence academic 

performance. By using different statistical techniques the 

study was able to move beyond merely showing a correla-

tion and supports an interpretation in which bullying has 

a causal effect on achievement. 

The study revealed that bullying is extremely pervasive in 

Botswana, Ghana, and South Africa, with approximately 

80% of the surveyed students bullied monthly and almost 

50% bullied weekly, and that bullying was one of the key 

drivers of lower academic performance (Figure 1).238 For 

example, in Botswana, students who experience bullying 

score lower than those who are not bullied by between 

14 and 32 points on the international science, math and 

reading tests, which corresponds to a 4% decrease in 

reading scores to an 8% decrease in science test scores. In 

Ghana, students who experience bullying perform worse 

by approximately 17 and 23 points corresponding to a 

five to 7% decrease. In South Africa, students who are 

bullied score 25 points less than those who are not bul-

lied, corresponding to a 6% decrease in reading scores. 

Figure 2 shows the decrease in performance attributed to 

bullying in Botswana. Some of the other factors studied 

also had an effect on students’ performance, such as par-

ents’ education or teachers’ experience, which are often 

thought of as strong determinants of students’ ability to 

succeed in school. However, bullying seems to outweigh 

all of these factors.

Interestingly, there are gender differential impacts of bul-

lying on academic performance that are substantial but 

differ among countries: in Botswana, female students 

who experienced bullying score 28 points less on aver-

age than those who are not bullied; while their bullied 

male peers suffer by 21 points— an approximate average 

difference of 7 points. In South Africa the reverse is true, 

with male students who experienced bullying scoring 27 

Figure 2.  
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points less on average than those who are not bullied 

as compared to 19 points for bullied female students. In 

Ghana there was a not a significant difference between 

boys and girls.

Financial Costs. A recent analysis of TIMSS, PIRLS, 

prePIRLS, and the Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) data shows that bullying, low school 

safety, and lack of discipline can be associated with the 

loss of one primary grade of schooling, which translates 

to a yearly cost of around US$17 billion to low and mid-

dle-income countries — as compared to US$13 billion, 

which is the total yearly amount spent on overseas as-

sistance grants for education interventions.239 Although 

US$17 billion is a significant sum, it is nonetheless a con-

servative estimate because: a) it is limited to children who 

stay in school and are tested; b) it does not include indi-

rect costs, such as diverting teacher and principal atten-

tion to the problem, requiring additional teachers or law 

enforcement resources or additional time for ministry of 

education officials for dealing with cases of severe mal-

treatment; and c) this estimate does not include the cost 

of any type of violence prevention programming. 

Why Generate Data on Bullying within an SRGBV 
Measurement Framework? 

The current evidence base on the emotional, physical, 

academic, and financial costs of bullying is important but 

insufficient. The Literature Review on the Intersection of 

Safe Learning Environments and Educational Achievement 

concluded that “the complex interplay of school violence 

and disruption, academic achievement, and prevention 

approaches is not well understood”.240 This is especially 

true of developing countries because to date, relevant 

research in developed countries has far outweighed that 

in developing countries. Regions other than sub-Saharan 

Africa are especially under-represented. The analyses of 

TIMSS and PIRLS data make an important case, but leave 

many questions unanswered. For example, in their cur-

rent form, PIRLS and TIMSS cannot provide insights about 

the diverse experiences of individual students arising from 

their social identities. Furthermore, they are somewhat 

limited in what aspects of bullying and school safety more 

broadly they provide information on, and are silent on 

other forms of SRGBV, such as corporal punishment and 

sexual violence. While much of the research on bullying 

has been conducted in developed countries, other types 

of violence have often been studied in Africa, resulting in 

a large gap of knowledge about SRGBV in other regions. 

Generally, studies on SRGBV have used different meas-

urement instruments and indicator definitions. In short, 

research on the linkages between school safety, violence, 

educational achievement, and costs, is sparse and patchy, 

making reliable comparisons among locations or analyses 

of trends difficult.

School-related gender-based violence is still relatively new 

as a development field and a globally recognized frame-

work with standardized definitions, indicators, and evalu-

ation methodologies does not yet exist. Given that SRGBV 

cuts across such diverse areas as corporal punishment, 

sexual violence and bullying, pulling the strands together 

to make a cohesive whole that could generate compre-

hensive, internationally comparable data would make an 

important contribution to raising awareness and in" uenc-

ing policy and funding decisions. 

To fill this gap, USAID is developing a conceptual frame-

work and measurement instrument that will capture the 

most common forms of SRGBV and provide guidance 

on conducting rigorous SRGBV research, monitoring 

and evaluation. This toolkit is being developed in part-

nership with the Global Partners’ Working Group to End 

SRGBV, which is co-hosted by the United Nations Girls’ 

Education Initiative (UNGEI) and the United Nations Edu-

cational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 

For this Conceptual Framework and Toolkit for Measuring 

School-Related Gender-Based Violence, the various forms 

of SRGBV were categorized into three broad groups: bul-

lying and other non-sexual forms of intimidation; corporal 

punishment; and sexual violence (See Figure 3).

As the lack of standardized definitions has been identified 

as a gap in researching all forms of SRGBV, “bullying”, as 

well as the other types of SRGBV, has been defined within 

the framework as comprehensively as possible by drawing 

on a broad body of literature. Bullying is characterized as a 

non-sexual form of violence that includes a range of psy-

chological and physical acts of intimidation, which may be 

detrimental to the academic, social, emotional, and physi-

cal development of the children and young people who 

experience it.241 Bullying can also take on sexual forms; 

therefore, it is not always easy to distinguish it from sexu-

al harassment. However, in this conceptual measurement 

framework, acts of physical and psychological intimida-

tion that are primarily of a sexual nature are defined as 

“sexual harassment” and are considered to be a form of 

sexual violence to keep the multiple dimensions of the 

measurement framework separate. 
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Figure 3. 

Conceptual Framework for Measuring SRGBV
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contact, repeatedly and over time, against victims who 

cannot easily defend themselves”.245
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er non-sexual forms of intimidation are the intention to 
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differential that exists between the perpetrator and the 

victim. The power differential that exists between the per-

petrator and the victim make specific populations more 

vulnerable to intimidation and bullying. These populations 

include students who are younger than the perpetrator; 

students who are perceived as not portraying strong het-

erosexual identities; children from poor families; children 

of ethnic, religious, or racial minorities; children with dis-

abilities and orphaned children.246
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caregivers at the primary or secondary school level. They 

were informed by a recent literature review on how SRGBV 

is defined and studied and draw from existing question-

naires and surveys focusing on different aspects of SRGBV 

(e.g., bullying, sexual harassment, corporal punishment).248 

The surveys focus on the one hand on generating quanti-

tative data on the nature and extent of the various forms 

of SRGBV discussed above, including bullying, but also 

probe attitudes and beliefs about gender equality, gen-

der norms, and the power relations that produce and per-

petuate SRGBV, which is crucial to understanding bullying 

and other forms of SRGBV in the context of gender dy-

namics more broadly. The surveys also collect background 

information about the school climate and student demo-

graphics to better understand potential risk factors.

The modules that compose each of the three survey sets 

are as follows: 

SRGBV Scenarios. The SRGBV measurement toolkit pro-

vides a set of SRGBV scenarios (i.e., stories to serve as 

an “icebreaker”) and associated interview guidelines from 

which users can select additional or replacement icebreak-

ers to be used with the Survey of Experiences of SRGBV: 

Students or as an additional or alternative tool to collect 

information about students’ experiences of SRGBV. This 

is based on research that demonstrates that during direct 

interviews, gradually moving from less threatening con-

versations to the more difficult ones such as victimization 

or perpetration of violence is advisable. Play or icebreak-

ing sessions are commonly used as an entry into more 

substantive individual or group discussions.249 Stories, 

pictures, video clips, and puppets have all been used as 

stimuli to seed conversation about violence against chil-

dren.250

Survey of experiences with SRGBV. The student sur-

vey includes questions regarding a student’s experience 

with bullying and sexual violence as both a victim and 

perpetrator and with corporal punishment as a victim. 

The teacher survey is designed to collect two types of in-

formation from teachers and other school personnel. The 

first series of questions collects information about their 

knowledge of sexual violence that is perpetrated against 

students by other teachers or school personnel. The sec-

ond series of questions collects information from teachers 

and other school personnel about their perceptions of the 

levels of specific acts of SRGBV, including different acts of 

bullying, corporal punishment, and sexual violence.

Survey of Teacher Disciplinary Practices. During this 

survey, teachers listen to statements read by the research-

er that describe different disciplinary practices and differ-

ent strategies for encouraging students in their behaviour 

and schoolwork.

Box 1: Definition and Types of Bullying

Bullying is defined as any non-sexual form of intimi-

dation that is perpetrated with intention to harm, 

either physically or psychologically. Although the 

prevalence of bullying has been shown to be simi-

lar for girls and boys, the experience of bullying 

is different for girls and boys. Girls are more likely 

than boys to be the victim of psychological bullying, 

such as gossip and name calling, whereas boys may 

experience more physical victimization. The act of 

bullying is grounded in the power differential that 

exists between the perpetrator and the victim. Acts 

of physical bullying range from severe acts of physi-

cal violence such as beatings to less harsh acts of 

violence such as pulling at someone’s clothes or hair 

or grabbing students’ belongings. Acts of psycho-

logical bullying include name calling, public humili-

ation, and other forms of teasing, excluding sexual 

harassment. Intentional exclusion of a peer from 

social circles (sometimes referred to as “relational 

bullying”) and theft are also forms of bullying as 

is intimidating students via text messaging or on 

social media sites, referred to as cyberbullying. Bul-

lying and other non-sexual forms of intimidation 

can be perpetrated by peers, teachers, other school 

staff, and persons encountered on the way to and 

from school.247
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Surveys of Attitudes and Beliefs. One of the most 

common strategies of SRGBV prevention interventions is 

to transform the attitudes and beliefs that have served to 

produce and perpetuate gendered violence in and around 

schools. The Surveys of Attitudes and Beliefs are designed 

to collect information from students, teachers and other 

school personnel, and parents or caregivers regarding 

their attitudes and beliefs about gender equality, gender 

norms, and the prevailing power relations that exist in the 

school, community and home.

Surveys of Perceptions of School Climate. The instru-

ments include measures of respondents’ perceptions of 

school climate along the following dimensions: students’ 

sense of belonging in the school, acceptance of diversity, 

and inclusion; child protective practices and structures; 

discipline and fairness; student–student relationships; 

student–teacher relationships; and teacher–staff relation-

ships. The purpose of the surveys is to obtain perspectives 

from students, teachers and other school personnel, and 

parents or caregivers about how positive the school envi-

ronment is. 

Survey of Student Demographics and Socio-Eco-

nomic Wealth. Students who live in poverty, orphans, 

and those with disabilities are among those at high risk 

for being targets of all forms of SRGBV. This survey is de-

signed to provide the user with an opportunity to charac-

terize the student respondents and investigate these risk 

factors in the local context. 

Together, the survey instruments are envisioned to give a 

comprehensive picture of the prevalence, dynamics, and 

gender dimensions of SRGBV. It enables research to link 

different forms of violence, including bullying, to under-

lying attitudes and beliefs, norms, and power relations, 

and will help fill some of the gaps in our understanding 

of school violence. Some of the instruments are currently 

being piloted by the Literacy Achievement and Retention 

Activity (LARA) in Uganda, a USAID-funded programme 

implemented by RTI International aiming to improve read-

ing skills and retention in primary grades through better 

reading instruction and reduction of SRGBV.

Conclusion

Bullying has a significant cost on education systems, and 

students’ well-being and academic achievement across 

developing countries.  Bullying can be associated with 

the loss of one primary grade of schooling, which trans-

lates to a yearly cost of around US$17 billion to low and 

middle-income countries.  Students who are bullied have 

experienced an 8% decrease in science test scores and 

a 6% decrease in reading scores on global achievement 

tests.  The implication for policymakers and donors is that 

if forms of SRGBV such as bullying are allowed to con-

tinue unchecked in schools, this will reduce test scores 

and the potential of education investments cannot be 

fully achieved. 

Bullying is merely one aspect of gender-based violence 

that impacts on the daily lives of girls and boys world-

wide.  Bullying, corporal punishment and sexual violence, 

collectively known as school-related gender-based vio-

lence, must be addressed within a gender framework, 

which will best serve to prevent SRGBV and sustain this 

transformation in the long run.
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12. Tailoring different bullying prevention approaches to a national context 

Ersilia Menesini and Annalaura Nocentini 

Anti-bullying intervention in Italy: evidence of 
effectiveness

Bullying problems in Italy are particularly relevant today. 

A recent international survey conducted by the World 

Health Organization, Health Behaviour in School-aged 

Children, showed an increasing rate of bullying in children 

in Italy aged 11 from 2010 to 2014.257 These increases 

ranged from 20.7% to 25.7% for males and from 9.2% 

to 17.3% for females. However, in terms of interven-

tions to address the bullying problems in Italy, these have 

mostly been unsystematic, only carried-out at class-level, 

and rarely evaluated in terms of efficacy.258 Thus, there 

is a clear and urgent need in Italy for interventions that 

are both evidence-based and more systematically imple-

mented. 

In order to fill the gap in evidence-based interventions in 

Italy our research group at the University of Florence de-

cided to work in two parallel directions: 1) To consider 

how to adapt the Finnish KiVa anti-bullying programme 

to the Italian culture and situation259 and; 2) To develop 

and evaluate an innovative Italian prevention programme 

for adolescents - The Notrap! Program.260 

Adapting an already existing evidence-based intervention 

such as KiVa has several benefits, considering the long 

process needed to meet the standards of evidence. How-

ever, replicating the evaluation studies of evidence-based 

interventions involves challenges such as: balancing fidel-

ity to the original programme with adaptation; tailoring 

the intervention to meet the cultural needs of the new 

context and participants; and adjusting organizational 

structures to accommodate the specific requirements of 

the programme. On the other hand, working with “home 

grown” programmes makes it possible to meet the specif-

ic demands of differing cultural and organizational struc-

tures and address the specific needs and characteristics of 

the local target population. 

Introduction

Research into aggressive behaviour and particularly into 

bullying has increased significantly over the last 30 years. 

One of the reasons for this is a rise in concern for the pro-

tection of human rights in general, including in particular 

the right of children not to be victimized.251 There has also 

been an increase in the understanding of the pervasive 

long-term effects that such victimization has on children. 

Bullying compromises several of the rights outlined in the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in-

cluding the right to education.252

The prevalence of the phenomenon of bullying across 

the world and its serious short-term and long-term psy-

chological consequences has prompted researchers to 

consider and evaluate intervention models. Recent meta-

analyses have highlighted a wide variety of results, with 

some interventions shown to be highly effective while 

others have had little impact.253 There are several possible 

explanations for this, one of which is that interventions 

can be less than effective when based on inadequate re-

search and theories.25 Another aspect often overlooked 

in evaluations is that interventions can have different im-

pacts on different population sub-groups.255

Interventions aimed at targeting the whole school, in a 

holistic approach, seem to be the most effective. Research 

shows that these produce an average decrease in bully-

ing of 20%-23% and a decrease in victimization of 17%-

20%, though the effects seem to vary across the different 

programmes.256 However, whole-school programmes are 

often complex since they aim at targeting individual stu-

dents, teachers, school staff, as well as parents and all 

classrooms. They also include different components tar-

geted at the different groups: students, teachers and par-

ents. Although some components might work better than 

others if used independently, it appears likely that they are 

most effective when used together. 
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Starting from these considerations, we decided to: 1) 

adapt and evaluate an imported evidence-based interven-

tion for a bullying prevention with younger children, given 

the lack of such an intervention in Italy for this develop-

mental stage; and 2) develop and evaluate “home grown” 

anti-bullying programmes for adolescents, drawing on 

the experiences of the research group with older children. 

The evaluation of both these programmes showed them 

to be effective in Italy. 

The KiVa anti-bullying programme in Italy was evaluated 

through a randomized control trial of 2,042 students in 

grades 4 and 6. Multilevel models showed that KiVa re-

duced bullying and victimization and increased pro-victim 

attitudes and empathy toward the victim in grade 4, with 

effect sizes from .24 to .40. In grade 6, KiVa reduced bul-

lying, victimization and pro-bullying attitudes: the effects 

were smaller as compared to grade 4, yet still significant. 

For the evaluation of The NoTrap! Program, developed in 

Italy, two quasi-experimental trials involving adolescents 

attending their first year at different high schools were 

conducted. In Trial 1, results showed that target variables 

were stable for the control group but decreased signifi-

cantly over time for the experimental group. Results were 

also stable at the follow-up, six months later. In Trial 2, 

results consistently indicated that there was a decrease in 

bullying and cyberbullying over time (pre- and post-test) 

in the experimental group but not in the control group 

and that this decrease was similar for boys and girls. 

Although these two programmes are active in some Ital-

ian schools, they have not been implemented widely nor 

consistently across the country. In fact, despite the Italian 

Ministry of Education being engaged in the prevention of 

bullying since 2007, no national initiatives have been un-

dertaken to combat the problem. Schools have been en-

couraged to work on prevention but they have not been 

provided with either specific programmes or toolkits. In 

April 2015 new guidelines were presented by the Ministry 

to schools in Italy. In these guidelines specific attention 

is devoted to cyberbullying and online risks to students. 

Specifically, each school, networking with other schools, 

and drawing on existing human and financial resources, 

is called upon to put in place the necessary preventive 

actions as well as specific training modules to prevent the 

effect of bullying on children and students. In the area of 

ICT, the Ministry of Education is coordinating the Safer 

Internet Centre Italy (a portal with online and face to face 

actions supported by the EU) in efforts to provide schools 

with toolkits and materials to monitor and address bully-

ing and cyberbullying.261 

Future Directions: from universal prevention to 
indicated interventions

Although we know that prevention and a whole-school 

approach are the most promising ways to address bully-

ing262 we agree with the Italian Ministry of Education on 

the necessity to work immediately towards a minimum 

standard protocol to address bullying incidents in school 

contexts. But in this field, there are few studies on the 

effectiveness of indicated interventions that confront bul-

lying.263

To provide an insight into how this might be done, we 

can refer to the classifications used often in health and 

preventive interventions: primary, secondary and tertiary 

preventions; and also to the most recent classifications 

that distinguish between universal, selected, and indicat-

ed preventions. 

Primary prevention against bullying aims to teach children 

and teenagers positive ways to interact with classmates 

and to enable them to understand the harmful conse-

quences of taking part in certain conduct. Secondary 

prevention or indicated interventions (as classified by the 

American Institute of Medicine) is undertaken in response 

to particular bullying incidents: it may provide interven-

tions with either the victim or the bully. The goal at this 

stage is to manage the case, giving support to the victim 

or mediating future con" icts. Finally, the tertiary preven-

tion approach consists in the treatment and rehabilitation 

of young people involved in the problem: in particular, 

it addresses monitoring of the phenomena, counselling 

facilities, therapeutic interventions for victims, addressing 

complaints and undertaking any significant actions need-

ed to deal with bullies. 

The distinction between universal, selected and indi-

cated has been introduced by the American Institute of 

Medicine to better define the term primary prevention in 

relation to different subgroups of population. Universal 

prevention, in fact, includes strategies that are delivered 

to broad populations without consideration of individual 

differences in risk behaviour. Indicated prevention, on the 

other hand, designs interventions to address certain risk 

conditions. Specifically, indicated populations are identi-
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fied on the basis of individual risk factors or initiation be-

haviours. An example of an indicated group with respect 

to bullying would be those students, either bullies or vic-

tims, who are involved in the problem.

Universal prevention of bullying is of fundamental impor-

tance in order to create a culture and an ethic of anti-

bullying in the school. It needs to be understood as a rule 

that shows mutual respect among all students and adults. 

But prevention does not always work the same way with 

all students and in all contexts: even in schools where 

there is a good universal prevention programme, it is still 

possible to find bullying or cyberbullying incidents. The 

school cannot expect to ignore these and hope that such 

situations will be resolved by themselves without any spe-

cific intervention. Such emergencies must be addressed 

by the schools and managed in order to: 1) stop/alleviate 

the suffering of the victim; 2) enhance awareness in the 

bullies or in the cyberbullies about the impact of what 

they have done; 3) show all the other students that bul-

lying is not accepted in the school and that these inci-

dents will not be allowed to happen without intervention; 

and 4) show parents of the victims, and more generally 

the parents of all students at the school, that the school 

knows how to handle such cases.

Although in Italy there are some interventions for primary 

prevention of bullying in specific schools, there is no na-

tional programme or distribution of developed toolkits 

against bullying and there is no uniform approach to the 

problem. Levels of awareness of the problems of bully-

ing and the interventions available to address it also vary 

widely in different areas and schools around the country. 

Therefore it is critical that the government and research-

ers work together in order to provide schools with a mini-

mum standard of intervention to address and confront 

the problem. 

This is why we decided, in collaboration with the Ministry 

of Education, to work on an experimental project to ad-

dress bullying incidents in school settings with the aim of 

providing a standardized and evaluated protocol to inter-

vene in such situations. 

From a literature review there are several methods and 

strategies to respond to bullying264. The different meth-

ods are not alternatives to prevention, but rather can be 

integrated or used in relation to the specific characteristics 

of the problem. These methods can be grouped into six 

main categories:

1. The traditional disciplinary approach

2. The approach to enhance the social skills of the victim

3. The mediation approach 

4. The restorative approach 

5. The method of group support

6. The shared concern method

Below, we examine the benefits and risks for each meth-

od. 

The traditional disciplinary approach

This approach involves the use of direct sanctions against 

the bullies. It can be used in schools where there are regu-

lations about the acceptability of particular behaviour and 

explanations of the consequences of the violation of these 

rules. Usually the consequences involve a penalty for the 

responsible student. This approach sends a clear message 

to all students about the unacceptability of certain behav-

iour and shows the bully that he or she will be punished 

for the incident. For the use of this approach to be effec-

tive, there must be a clear definition and communication 

of standards of behaviour and of their consequences in 

the school. Furthermore, there must be class discussions 

on the rules of conduct and of the criteria for justifying 

the use of sanctions. With this approach the entire school 

community and parents need to be aware of the existence 

and systematic application of this system. Disciplinary ac-

tion must be accompanied by counselling activities with 

the students, and when possible with parents, explaining 

why decisions were taken.

The use of sanctions has limitations including that it does 

not necessarily result in a change in attitudes and behav-

iours: the older kids are less prone to be in" uenced by 

the fear of sanctions and the sanction can be perceived 

as a “vindictive action” and reinforce the negative iden-

tity of the bully. The scientific literature has shown that 

this method is not more effective than other non-punitive 

strategies. Recent studies suggest that the effectiveness 

of disciplinary practices is dependent on context, such as 

school stage (primary/secondary), the chronicity of bully-

ing and the type of disciplinary practice.
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The approach to enhance the social skills of the 
victim

This approach tends to help the victim to deal with the 

bullying situation effectively through promoting some of 

his/her personal and social skills. The possible application 

of this is through assertiveness training for the victims: 

increasing their capacity to learn how to make friends, 

and empowering them to use emotional intelligence in an 

interpersonal context.

This approach cannot be used in cases of physical bul-

lying, or when there is a significant imbalance of power 

between the bully and the victim. Some children may not 

be able to develop such abilities, and the method might 

be too expensive for the schools in terms of resources. 

Finally, a major limitation of this approach is that it only 

considers one side of the problem. So in general the sug-

gestion is to use this method in conjunction with others.

The mediation approach

This approach involves inviting students who are in con-

" ict, such as bullies and victims, to take part in a dis-

cussion with a mediator who aims to help them find a 

solution to the con" ict. Mediators can be both adults and 

students.265 Through mediation it is easier to get to a con-

structive resolution of the problem, to explore the dynam-

ics of the con" ict and to clarify mutual responsibilities. 

It is easier to reach a good compromise for both sides, 

to process sustainable solutions and to adopt the most 

promising ones. If the process is well-conducted, the two 

parts can reach an intermediate solution, without blaming 

anyone for what happened. 

The major limitation of this method is that both sides need 

to be motivated to find a joint solution to the con" ict. It 

is also difficult to carry out if there is a marked disparity 

of power between the bully and the victim because this 

imbalance can surface during the mediation process. 

The restorative approach

This strategy seeks to “repair problematic relationships” 

such as those between the bully and the victim; it asks the 

bully to empathize with the suffering of the victim and the 

victim to forgive what has happened.

The remedial practices focus on repairing the damage 

done to the victim in an attempt to save the relationship, 

rather than punishing the bully. The process involves all 

stakeholders and anyone else who might be affected. This 

method may be conducted in different ways, for exam-

ple with only the involved students rather than with the 

whole class. The ‘Community Conference’ includes third 

parties such as friends, families and other people involved, 

such as the police. For example restorative practices for 

less severe cases are conducted through a remedial dia-

logue between different students (e.g. an informal chat in 

the hallway), or in a meeting in a small group of students 

(e.g. circle time). More serious levels instead include class 

meetings (e.g. group problem-solving) or community 

meetings with students, parents and teachers.

When used properly by trained personnel, the restorative 

approach can produce excellent results, especially if it is 

shared by the school community. It turns out to be par-

ticularly effective when the bully is brought to a genuine 

sense of remorse.

The method of group support

This method was originally defined as the “no blame ap-

proach”. It provides that bullies meet other students who 

support the victim: the purpose of the meeting is to make 

the bully empathize with the suffering of the victim, to 

feel remorse and make him/her act in a constructive and 

positive way towards the victim. This approach places a 

strong emphasis on the role of the group in resolving the 

problem. Together with individual interviews with the vic-

tim and the bully this process is designed to empower the 

so-called silent majority, those bystanders who see the 

problem but do not do anything to stop the bullying and 

help the victim. Since it is a non-punitive approach, it is 

more likely to encourage victims to speak about the inci-

dent and to persuade bullies to empathize with the victim. 

This happens particularly when other students are seen to 

support the victims. Such an approach also helps the bully 

to commit himself or herself to act in a constructive man-

ner towards the victim.

Differently to both the restorative approach and the 

shared concern method, the bullies and the victims do 

not meet together and therefore they cannot find a joint 

solution to the problem. This method has however proven 

to be most effective when there are many peers who can 

support the victim.
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The shared concern method (or Pikas method) 

This is a non-punitive method used with groups of stu-

dents suspected to have taken part in bullying others. The 

approach facilitates the emergence of a solution to the 

problem of the bully and the victim through a series of 

talks among the parties involved. Using a non-accusatory 

approach in individual interviews, bullies are brought to 

understand the impact on the victim and they are more 

likely to engage in constructive action. The second step in 

this approach includes a meeting between the bully and 

the victim to plan together an agreed solution.

This method can be applied even in severe cases of bul-

lying, and is particularly suited to cases of group bullying. 

Time needs to be spent on the interviews during the pro-

cess and also on the follow-up monitoring of the situa-

tion.

These six methods can be re-classified into four main 

groups: 1) disciplinary approaches, 2) approaches focused 

on the victim, 3) approaches centred on mediation, and 4) 

humanistic approaches (restorative approach, group sup-

port approach, shared concern method).

The first two approaches act only on one side of the 

problem: by means of applying a punishment to the bully 

and by building the victim’s capacity to respond, respec-

tively. The approach centred on mediation instead acts 

with both sides, bully and victim, focusing on the future 

and on solving the problem. In the humanistic approach-

es the method highlights the desire to understand both 

the bully and the victim as individuals. This demands an 

ability to listen and to establish a genuine two-way com-

munication, to make changes not only in behaviour, but 

also in attitudes, cognitions and feelings. In these last ap-

proaches the contribution of the group is fundamental as 

a source of support for the victim and as a mechanism of 

group change.

These different approaches to dealing with bullying can 

respond to the wide range of motivations that drive the 

behaviour, and they each have a particular area of   ap-

plication for the specific characteristics of the particular 

bullying incident. 

Potentially each of the methods may be effective in spe-

cific situations; for that reason we think that schools can-

not choose the best method to use before knowing the 

specificities of the phenomenon within their own institu-

tions. We recommend therefore that the school and the 

teachers become involved in understanding the different 

methods and in working out which one is best suited to 

the particular manifestation of the problem in their own 

institutions. 

The Italian model of indicative actions in case of 
emergency

Taking into consideration the above, the Italian project 

for indicated populations and contexts aims to test and 

standardize a protocol procedure to address bullying and 

victimization when it comes to the attention of the school. 

This protocol will see the active collaboration of various 

partners including schools, society, community health ser-

vices, law enforcement, and for the most serious cases, 

the intervention of a task force made up of experts at the 

national level.

In particular, the protocol is expected to involve the fol-

lowing steps:

         
a protocol of collaboration between schools and lo-

cal institutions (social and health services, police, non 

profit organizations) for possible interventions.

           
trained together with local organizations involved in 

the cooperation protocol. 

         
building campaign about the school project aimed at 

parents, teachers and children. Each school would de-

fine this presentation of the school’s involvement in 

the project. 

       
at the school would provide a first screening of the 

case of bullying (case assessment). Depending on the 

severity and type, the case would be handled by a spe-

cialized team established within the school or sent to 

local services.

          
case using one or more of the methods discussed 

above. In parallel to the intervention with the direct 

protagonists in the case, the team would also use 

strategies involving a wider groups of students to 

strengthen the capacity of the wider class group to 

avoid similar incidents.
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proven ineffective, the intervention of a national task 

force composed of professionals identified by the Min-

istry of Education would be sought. The intervention 

of the national task force can contemplate actions on 

two levels: 1) individual interventions involving victim 

and potential aggressors, and 2) community level in-

terventions, including with teachers and parents. The 

goal of these actions at a national level is to respond 

to bullying that has not been addressed at the school 

level and stimulate a community recovery process that 

addresses the problem. 

Conclusion

This project will be implemented first, in 2017, on a small 

scale in Tuscany, in Italy, and will then go on to be evalu-

ated. The general aim of the project is to standardize a 

protocol that can be used by schools to deal with the 

problems of bullying and to address their feelings of pow-

erlessness in the face of bullying and violence. Schools 

need such a protocol in order to establish systems that 

will enable them to deal with bullying and respond to the 

incidents that happen in their own institutions. The proto-

col will support their efforts to relieve the suffering of the 

victims and stop the bullying behaviour. 

Furthermore these protocols can help schools to manage 

the relationships with the families of victims and of the 

bullies and also with other community agencies involved 

in addressing the problem. Finally these protocols need 

to be incorporated systematically into school policies and 

integrated within the school regulations, thus becoming 

an integral part of the functioning of the school. Such a 

whole-school adoption of anti-bullying procedures is es-

sential to address the problem in a long-lasting and sus-

tainable way. 
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Chapter IV. Children’s Exposure to Bullying: Data and Regional 
Trends

13. Global data on the bullying of school-aged children266 

Dominic Richardson and Chii Fen Hiu267

a method to compare bullying amongst children globally, 

using available cross-national school-based surveys.

The findings of this chapter show that bullying is a com-

plex phenomenon that takes multiple forms, and is ex-

perienced to widely varying degrees across the globe. 

Importantly, whether defined simply as teasing, being ex-

cluded, or experiencing physical violence, around one in 

three school-children globally report experiences of bul-

lying at least once in the preceding couple of months268. 

Bullying is most common amongst school children in 

poorer countries around the globe, and though not con-

sistently so, in most countries boys and younger children 

experience more bullying. 

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 1 outlines 

some of the key reasons school-bullying needs to be ad-

dressed. Section 2 introduces the comparative sources of 

data available to estimate and study school-bullying glob-

ally. Section 3 presents data by survey, showing how bul-

lying varies across regions of the world, and how these 

vary by gender. Section 4 brie" y discusses how different 

survey sources might be compared to produce a global es-

timate of bullying risks. Section 5 concludes with a global 

comparison of relative bullying risk by categorising coun-

tries into low-, medium- and high-risk bullying groups. 

1. The need to address bullying in schools: 
for children’s rights, well-being and school 
effectiveness

Addressing bullying in schools is important for a number 

of reasons. First, from a child rights perspective, all adults, 

whether parents, teachers, school principals or policy-

makers, have a responsibility to ensure that children under 

their care are safe from violence and the risk of violence, 

and are facilitated in accessing their rights to be heard, to 

be educated and to be healthy, amongst others.269 Action 

to combat bullying in schools is undoubtedly a major con-

tributor to the realization of children’s rights.

Introduction

Bullying is a damaging and yet avoidable experience for 

many children across the globe. No matter how defined, 

the most recent major international surveys of children 

report average bullying rates between 29% and 46% of 

children in the countries they study. 

Bullying is not only a key indicator of children’s well-being 

but an important marker for comparing global social de-

velopment. Evidence from the bullying literature shows 

that both victims and perpetrators of bullying in child-

hood suffer in terms of personal social development, edu-

cation and health, with negative effects persisting into 

adulthood. When children are affected by bullying, they 

fail to take advantage of the development opportunities 

open to them in the communities and schools in which 

they live their lives. For parents and teachers, high rates 

of bullying amongst children should raise warning " ags 

regarding child rights’ failings. For policymakers in partic-

ular, this highlights the need to improve on existing child 

policies, and points to the potential that bullying has for 

incurring future social costs. 

Concerns about the impact of school bullying on chil-

dren’s learning and development have contributed to it 

becoming a globally recognised challenge. Every region in 

the world collects information on children’s experiences 

of bullying, and bullying items are included as standard 

in most comparative child health or education surveys. 

But despite these regional efforts, and bullying’s impact 

across sectors, a validated global measure is not readily 

available because of a lack of consensus in how bullying 

is defined across surveys, and the differences in the ages 

of children studied. 

Nonetheless, much can be learned using available data 

about bullying risks, and how it affects different children 

at regional and country levels. This chapter reviews the 

sources of data, and presents some of the findings, before 

summarising the main findings of a paper that develops 
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Second, with regard to child well-being, bullying in schools 

has been a long-standing concern for educationalists, 

health professionals, child advocates, researchers and 

policymakers alike. Bullying has been linked to a variety of 

negative child well-being outcomes, including poorer edu-

cation results and mental health problems such as anxiety 

and depression symptoms, suicidal thoughts and actions, 

self-harm and violent behaviour, which have been found 

to persist into adulthood.270 These associations have been 

found in both developed and developing countries. 271

Moreover, bullying is not only a concern for the victim’s 

well-being; research has shown that being the child that 

bullies is also associated with poorer child and later-life 

outcomes.272 In particular, bullies have been shown to ex-

hibit higher antisocial and risk-taking behaviour, as well 

as later criminal offending.273 Importantly, being both a 

perpetrator of bullying as well as the victim further com-

pounds risks for psychological and conduct problems. 274

Bullying does not only represent a cost to the children 

involved, it is also a serious concern for policymakers and 

professionals working with children. Education consti-

tutes the largest public investment in children in the vast 

majority of countries globally,275 and is a key factor in 

breaking cycles of disadvantage and dependency. Due to 

its damaging effects on learning and behaviour (e.g. dis-

rupted classrooms, and children being unable to concen-

trate on lessons due to fear276), bullying in schools could 

reduce the effectiveness of public investment in children. 

Beyond decreasing the cost effectiveness of education 

and child policies more generally, experiences of bullying 

may lead children to contribute less to the social and eco-

nomic development of the communities and countries in 

which they live or incur future costs through risk-taking 

and criminal behaviour. 

2. Comparative data sources on school-bullying: 
what, where and how is bullying studied

Following a search for available, comparative, and recent 

estimates of school-bullying across countries, six interna-

tional surveys were identified. Altogether these surveys 

collected data in over 150 countries globally, and mostly 

from 11- to 15-year-olds (for detailed source information 

see notes to Table 1; for a global map by source, see Fig-

ure 8). 

For the majority of these countries, data focussed on 12- 

to 13-year-olds in particular, and for the vast majority, 

most recent information estimates of bullying were less 

than a decade old. 277 The six international surveys are:

      
2001/2; 2009/10; 2013/4 – 36 countries; 11- to 

15-year-olds)

      
2003-2014 – 85 countries; 13- to 15-year-olds)

       
2011 – 46 countries; 11- to 15-year-olds)

       
olds)

      
by LLECE (SERCE, 2008 – 16 countries; 6th Graders/11- 

to 12-year-olds) 

       
LLECE (TERCE, 2015 – 15 countries and the State of 

Nuevo Leon; 6th Graders/11- to 12-year-olds). 

Table 1 reports the way in which bullying is defined and 

itemised by each survey. It compares the definitions of 

bullying used, as well as the timescales and frequencies 

that children are asked to refer to when reporting their ex-

periences of being bullied. From the information in Table 

1 it is worth noting that: 

        -

ies from a broad definition including experiences of 

being teased or being excluded, such as that used by 

HBSC and GSHS, to more narrow definitions around 

threats and physical violence, such as in TERCE.

         -

es a child experiences being bullied over a defined pe-

riod of time, which ranges from once in a month (i.e. 

about monthly, as in TIMSS; or a couple of months, as 

in HBSC) to more severe bullying rates of 2-3 times a 

month or more (or about weekly, as in TIMSS).

         
in school, such as SERCE and TERCE, and HBSC; oth-

ers do not. All surveys sample school-going children, 

in the school setting (i.e. they exclude out-of-school 

children).
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Table 1: 

How bullying data is defined and itemised by survey

Survey Bullying definition Frequency

Children’s 
World

Being left out by other students

Being hit by other students

Bullied once in the last month

Bullied 2-3 times in the last month

Bullied more than 3 times in the last month

HBSC “…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 repeat-
edly in a way he or she does not like or when he or she is 
deliberately left out of things. But it is not bullying when two 
students of about the same strength or power argue or fight. 
It is also not bullying when a student is teased in a friendly 
and playful way.”

        
school in the past couple of months

Bullied 2-3 times (a month) or more in the 
past couple of months

GSHS As HBSC Bullied on one or more days during past 30 
days

SERCE Robbed

 Insulted or threatened

Physically bullied

Bullied at school during the past month

TERCE Teased

Threatened

Left out

Hit

Forced to do things

Afraid

Bullied at school during the past month

TIMSS Made fun of or called names, left out of games or activities, 
spread lies about, stolen from, hit or hurt and made to do 
things they didn’t want to do by other students.

About weekly: experiencing each of 3 of 6 
behaviours “once or twice a month” (i.e. 
bullied 3-6 times a month) and in addition, 
each of the other three “a few times a year” 
on average

About monthly: between weekly and never

Almost never: never experiencing 3 of 6 bul-
lying behaviours, and each of the other 3 “a 
few times a year” on average

Sources: Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS, 2016), The Children’s World Survey (IscWEB, 2016), Health Behaviour in School-aged 
Children Study (HBSC, 2016), The Global School-based Student Health Surveys (WHO/GSHS, 2016), Second Regional Comparative and Explana-
tory Study (SERCE) and the Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study (TERCE, see UNESCO, 2016).276

3. Comparing bullying across countries by survey 

Although each comparative survey is slightly different 

(some define bullying more broadly, and look at different 

age ranges and time spans (when bullying last occurred)), 

they can all be used to estimate the proportion of children 

that have experienced some form of bullying at least once 

in the past months or couple of months. For this reason, 

the comparisons below focus on data in the surveys that 

ask about bullying in the past couple of months, of any 

kind, as defined in the survey itself. The focus is on aver-

age experiences across the age groups covered in the sur-

vey, with gender breakdowns included as available (not all 

surveys distinguish between girls’ and boys’ experiences 

of bullying). 

The comparisons are introduced in order based on sur-

veys with the most countries compared. Where countries 

report to more than one survey, they are included where 

the data they report is most recent. Eight countries are in 

more than one comparison because they were surveyed 

in the same year in two separate collections (e.g. Chile in 

2013 for GSHS and TERCE, see also data for Colombia, 

Ecuador, Ghana, Lebanon, Qatar, England, and the State 

of Palestine). 
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3.1 Findings by survey

Figure 1 reports comparisons between countries from the 

GSHS (The Global School-based Student Health Surveys). 

GSHS data accounts for 67 of the 143 countries with data 

(151 with double counts). The two charts in Figure 1 order 

countries on the basis of low to high bullying prevalence 

(bullied on one or more days in the past 30, bullying is 

defined in Table 1), with Tajikistan in 2006 reporting the 

lowest bullying rates at 7% and Samoa in 2011 reporting 

the highest rates at 74%.

Figure 1 also presents the gender breakdowns available by 

country. Circles represent the boys’ estimates, and dash-

es, the girls’ estimates. In 75% of cases, boys are report-

ing higher rates of bullying than girls in the survey data. 

In most cases differences are likely to be too small to be 

significant, but in countries such as Barbuda and Tuvalu 

the difference in bullying rates by sex are over 20%, and 

in Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauritius, Mongolia, Sri Lanka, 

and Yemen, rates for boys are at least 10% higher.

For the few countries reporting higher rates of bullying 

amongst girls, Anguilla, Cook Islands and Zambia report 

the largest difference, where girls experience more bully-

ing than boys by around 5 percentage points on average. 

Although it is hard to spot any meaningful regional pat-

terns in a comparison of 68 countries, it is notable that 

South Pacific Islands and African states make up the nine 

highest ranking bullying countries in the GSHS data. Eight 

of the lowest ranking 9 countries (excluding the lowest 

ranking country, Tajikistan) are from South East Asia or 

Latin America and the Caribbean region. 

Figure 1:  

In GSHS collections, there is a ten-fold difference between countries with low and high rates of bullying

Source: Author’s analysis of The Global School-based Student Health Surveys.
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The next most populated data source is the TIMSS (Trends 

in Mathematics and Science Study), with 33 country esti-

mates. Figure 2 reports rates for all children, by country, 

experiencing being made fun of or called names, left out 

of games or activities, spread lies about, stolen from, hit or 

hurt and made to do things they didn’t want to do by oth-

er students, monthly or more often. Data are from 2011. 

The most notable finding compared to GSHS data, is that 

although the range of responses is broadly similar, both 

the lowest and the highest estimates are higher than that 

found for GSHS. In fact, in TIMSS, the highest rates of 

bullying are reported in Ghana and Botswana at 78% and 

81% respectively. 

Following the high levels reported in Ghana and Botswa-

na – and with the exception of New Zealand – are a group 

of countries from either East Asia or the Middle East and 

North African region with above average bullying esti-

mates. The nine lowest ranking countries, from Armenia 

to FYR Macedonia, are all CEE/CIS or European states. 

Figure 3 reports bullying estimates taken from the 

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Study (HBSC) 

in 2009.279 HBSC primarily covers European and North 

American countries, surveys three cohorts of children at 

ages 11, 13 and 15, and like GSHS is designed to study 

health and health behaviours in school-aged populations. 

Perhaps due to similarities in the countries taking part in 

HBSC (in terms of social and economic development), the 

range of bullying experiences across HBSC countries is 

lower than in most other surveys, with the lowest rates of 

bullying in the Czech Republic, at 15%, being one-third of 

the highest reported rates in Latvia. 

Compared to GSHS, the difference between the sexes’ re-

ports of bullying are small, although boys are again more 

likely to experience bullying: on average across HBSC 

countries reported here, 31% of boys reported being bul-

lied compared to 27% of girls. The biggest differences are 

seen in Austria, Belgium and Portugal – all relatively high 

bullying countries – where estimates for bullying of boys 

is around 10 percentage points higher than that of girls. 

In only Canada and the United Kingdom is the bullying of 

girls more common, but the differences are small at 1.5% 

and 1% respectively.

The Children’s World survey is the newest of all child 

surveys used in this paper. The Children’s World survey 

is distinguished from other surveys as it is neither primar-

ily a health or education study, but a self-defined ‘child 

well-being’ study focussed on children’s time use, and 

children’s self-reports and opinions of lived experiences at 

home and in their schools.

Figure 4 reports the rates of children, by country, who say 

they are being left out of things by other students in their 

school, or being hit by other students, at least once in the 

Figure 2. 

The highest rates of bullying reported across all surveys is found in the TIMSS data for Ghana and Botswana

Note: Gender breakdowns are available in the TIMSS data, but not reported here. Readers should refer to the TIMSS website and available data 
downloads. 

Source: Author’s analysis of TIMSS, 2011.
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Figure 3. 

No country responding to the HBSC question reports a rate of bullying below 15%, the average rate is 43%

Figure 4. 

Children’s world data shows that over half of children on average report bullying

Note: Estimates are the average of the three age cohorts, 11, 13 and 15. Bullying is defined as when “…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 does not like or when he or she is deliberately left out of things. But it is not bullying when two students of about the same 
strength or power argue or fight. It is also not bullying when a student is teased in a friendly and playful way.”

Source: Author’s analysis of HBSC, 2009.

Note: Data for England is not representative of experiences of children in other parts of the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales). At the time of publication of the last Children’s World Survey report,280 a collection for Wales was ongoing. 

Source: Author’s analysis of Children’s World data, 2013.
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last month. Data is for 2013, and for children aged 12. At 

a rate of just under 10%, children in South Korea report 

the lowest levels of bullying by a long way; in contrast 

almost 3 in every 5 children in South Africa report being 

hit or left out of things by the school peers. 

The Children’s World results, of all the survey data pre-

sented, produces the highest average rate of bullying in 

its sample of countries, at 46%. As with other surveys, 

rates of bullying amongst boys are higher than those for 

girls, by around 4% percentage points, at 48% and 44% 

respectively. Notably, in Romania and Colombia boys ex-

perience bullying rates nearly 20 percentage points higher 

than those experienced by girls. In contrast to findings 

elsewhere, however, of the five countries with higher bul-

lying rates for girls, three countries (Nepal, Norway, and 

England) report large differences in favour of boys, whose 

experiences of bullying are 4, 6 and 10 percentage points 

lower than rates reported by girls. 

The Children’s World survey, like TIMSS, is a survey that 

samples countries at different levels of income (HBSC, 

TERCE and GSHS focus on regional or development set-

tings), and for this reason provides some insight on the link 

between bullying and development. Unlike TIMSS however, 

there is no clear clustering of countries by region, and the 

top and bottom of the bullying range in Figure 4 includes 

both high-income and low- or middle-income countries. 

Finally, Figure 5 compares rates of bullying among coun-

tries in the TERCE survey from 2013. TERCE is the second 

survey included in this chapter that has been designed to 

measure learning outcomes (the other is TIMSS). TERCE 

exclusively covers countries in the Latin America and Car-

ibbean region, and it is probably this regional focus that 

explains why the estimates from this survey cover the 

smallest range of reported experiences of bullying (see 

Figure 5). 

On average, 41% of children in the TERCE surveys re-

port that they have been teased, threatened, left out, hit, 

forced to do things, or been afraid at school in the past 

month. Bullying experiences are least common in Costa 

Rica (31%) and most common in Dominica, where almost 

1 in 2 children experience bullying. Across all countries, 

there is little evidence of regional variation: meaning that 

neither the Central American, South American nor Carib-

bean countries cluster in the results. 

By sex, results show that although boys are generally at 

a higher risk more often, more countries in this survey 

produce estimates where bullying outcomes for girls are 

worse. Difference by sex are small however, with the 

biggest gap in favour of girls found in Colombia (a five 

percent age-gap), and the biggest gap in favour of boys 

found in Uruguay (a three percent-point gap).

Figure 5. 

In the Latin American and Caribbean Countries between a third and a half of children report bullying

Note: SERCE data for Cuba (reporting a bullying rate of 13.2% in 2006 for children aged 11.5 on average) was the only country estimate from 
SERCE and so not separately charted. SERCE estimates are not included in the TERCE chart above as differences in bullying definitions mean that 
the raw estimates are incomparable with TERCE raw estimates. No gender breakdowns were available for SERCE data. 

Source: Author’s analysis of TERCE, 2013.

Any; (afraid, forced, hit, left out, teased, threatened) (2013)

0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0

80.0

90.0

31.3 33.0 33.2 34.6 36.7 42.8 42.9 43.3 43.4 43.5 43.7 44.0 47.4 47.8 49.4

Total Boys Girls

Costa Rica Mexico Chile Guatemala Uruguay Brazil Honduras Nicaragua Paraguay Colombia Panama Ecuador Peru Argentina Dominican
Rep.



108 Ending the Torment: Tackling Bullying from the Schoolyard to Cyberspace

3.1.1 Summarising the survey results

What is clear from these comparisons is that at the age 

of children, where they are and how bullying data is col-

lected is likely to affect the final raw estimates produced 

for each country. 

This is shown when looking at the countries included in 

more than one survey, and how the data for the same 

year, asked of different children in different ways pro-

duces variable findings. For example, Chile’s GSHS es-

timate - based on responses from older children - is 18 

points lower than that reported for Chile in the TERCE 

comparison, Colombia’s estimate for GSHS is 12 points 

lower than its TERCE estimate, and 23 percentage points 

lower than its Children’s World estimate. In fact, only the 

State of Palestine produces near identical figures over two 

surveys (54% and 55% in TIMSS and GSHS respectively).

However, given the differences in the ages of children and 

the ways bullying is studied, the important question is not 

whether there are differences, but whether these dif-

ferences are real (younger children generally experience 

more bullying, which could explain lower overall rates 

produced in the GSHS studies). 

The following section presents a summary of a method 

used in Richardson and Hiu (forthcoming UNICEF Inno-

centi Working Paper)281 to test the reliability of estimates 

across surveys and produce a global comparison of rela-

tive risk of bullying. 

3.2 Can bullying rates be compared globally?

As clearly shown above, there is plenty of available infor-

mation on the extent of bullying experienced by school-

aged children globally. Over 150 countries are covered in 

six separate surveys, many of which include breakdowns 

by sex. Moreover, most of these surveys include informa-

tion on family background that would allow for additional 

analysis of bullying by family wealth or poverty.282

But what else is shown above, and in more detail in the 

working paper283, is that although these country-level 

estimates of bullying are comparable within each survey, 

these raw figures are not comparable across surveys as 

Box 1: Children and topics missing from these surveys, and potential implications

All of the studies reviewed in this paper derived their 

estimates of bullying from school-based surveys. 

School-based surveys are selective in terms of their 

target population, as are all surveys, in different ways. 

First, school-based surveys will sample only schools, 

and follow up with a sampling of pupils in the school 

itself. Schools are generally sampled in a country pro-

portionate to its size (large and small schools), with-

in regions, and school types. In schools, the studies 

can randomly sample the pupils or the classes in the 

school. Commonly surveys involving assessments (such 

as TIMSS) will exclude schools that are not mainstream 

schools (e.g. schools for children with special educa-

tional needs). When certain schools are excluded from 

sampling, or when children out of school for various 

reasons, such as fear of being bullied (which can vary 

widely by country and age) are excluded due to collec-

tion methods, reported results are likely to underes-

timate the extent of bullying, which could occur also 

outside the school setting, as the most vulnerable chil-

dren are often not represented.

School-based studies are also commonly restricted in 

terms of the topics they can explore when surveying 

children. For example, items on children’s drug use 

and sexual health, which are part of the Health Be-

haviour in School-aged Children study, have been ex-

cluded by various countries.284 Aside from behaviours 

that are considered taboo, sensitive questions can also 

include items that schools or survey coordinators feel 

are likely to stigmatise the child. As a result, surveys 

that could otherwise inform the extent of bullying 

experienced by children from certain sociocultural 

groups (foster children, migrants, LGBT children) more 

often than not do not provide the additional informa-

tion (or sometimes necessary oversampling) for such 

important breakdowns to be examined. 

Finally an entire topic missing from this study is cyber-

bullying. At present there is little comparative infor-

mation on cyberbullying, an issue gaining increasing 

attention as the use of handheld mobile devices for 

communication and access to social networks is be-

coming more common. At present cyberbullying is only 

being surveyed as part of EU Kids Online, a European-

based survey of children’s internet use in Europe.285

UNICEF Office of Research is also beginning a pilot 

study of adolescent Internet use, including cyberbul-

lying, in three additional countries: Philippines, Serbia 

and South Africa (for more information please see: 

http://www.unicef-irc.org/article/1194/). 
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Figure 6. 

Differences in high and low estimates by country 

are reasonably consistent across surveys

Note: Raw estimates are plotted for 53 countries. Correlation coef-
ficient = 0.66 (p<0.001).

Source: Author’s analysis of the bullying surveys.
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average rates, and the variances of the raw data (the dif-

ferences between the highest and lowest rates), are signif-

icantly different due to differences in collection methods. 

What this means for a potential global comparison is that 

absolute figures cannot be used to determine the differ-

ence in bullying-risk between countries in different sur-

veys, and neither can raw differences from the average 

experience. What potentially could be used is a measure 

of relative risk in categories (whether a country has a high, 

low or medium risk, compared to other countries using 

the same survey). This option of ‘relative risk groups’ is 

tested below. 

4. Developing a global comparison using ‘relative 
risk groups’ 

4.1 Are survey estimates reliable by country?

The first step in developing relative risk groups is to deter-

mine whether bullying estimates are reliable between sur-

veys, or whether differences between country estimates 

from different surveys are consistent or random. 

To undertake this test, Figure 6 below correlates results 

for 53 countries that answer more than one item on bul-

lying in different surveys around the same year.286 If coun-

tries’ lower and higher estimates correlate, it suggests 

that differences in survey estimates are consistent (even 

though absolute values differ), and not random, and 

there is room for ‘relative risk groups’ to be categorised 

across the surveys. 

Figure 6 shows that although there is some difference in 

the maximum and minimum estimates reported by the 

same country from the different studies, there is a clear 

correlation in the data, and a lack of notable outliers, 

which indicates that the studies are comparable across 

the group, and between maximum and minimum esti-

mates there is a fair amount of reliability in the sample. 

4.2 The process of normalising the data, and basic 
validation

The second step in developing a global comparison of 

bullying using relative risk groups is to normalise, and vali-

date, the new ‘relative risk measure’ by comparing it to 

raw bullying estimates for evidence of survey source bias.

Normalising data is a process where raw estimates are 

rescaled to allow for the bullying rates in each country to 

be interpreted as high or low relative to other countries in 

the same surveys, using the same definition, in the same 

year,287 on children of the same age. The normalisation 

process is undertaken by survey question, year, and age 

(or average age) to ensure that survey estimates from dif-

ferent collections are not combined, and to control for 

potential effects of variation in bullying over time and by 

child age. Results reported in Richardson and Hiu,288 show 

that following normalisation, survey source is no longer 

associated with differences in country-level estimates of 

bullying risk.

4.3 Validating country grouping for a global 
comparison

The third step in developing a global comparison of bul-

lying using relative risk groups is to calculate and to com-

pare the raw estimate groupings to the groupings using 

normalised data to assess whether the group compari-

sons are valid, or in other words, that the categories of 

relative risk map meaningfully to the original data. This 

test is undertaken by Richardson and Hiu, using cluster 

analysis to categorise raw and normalised data into low, 

medium and high groups by surveys, before comparing 

countries’ placement on a global, high, medium and low 

scale. Results of this test showed that following adjust-

ments to cluster older data from GSHS waves and the ex-

clusion of one estimate (for Swaziland), no unexpected 
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movement between low, middle and high groups were 

found (i.e. countries moving from low-raw to high-nor-

malised groups or vice versa).

5. Comparing bullying across the world: where is 
the risk and what does it mean?

The final section of this chapter looks at global bullying 

risk, reported by country and by region as reported in 

Richardson and Hiu289 following the normalization, valida-

tion and standardization processes. Importantly, results in 

this section (in the map) are most confidently interpreted 

as ‘the relative risk of bullying in a given country relative to 

countries across the world using similar methods of defin-

ing and collecting bullying data’. 

5.1 Global relative bullying risk: findings by 
country

Figure 7 provides a global map of bullying by low, medi-

um and high risk. The vast majority of the countries have 

usable data, and the map has been shaded according to 

the risk of bullying from light grey (low) to black (high). 

Gaps in the data (white areas) – where no useable bully-

ing data is found - are most notable in Central and West 

Africa, South Asia, parts of Central and Eastern Europe 

and the CIS, and islands in the Pacific. Bullying risks in 

smaller countries (not visible on the maps) are presented 

using a separate key in Figure 7. 

At a glance, the global map shows more countries with 

higher relative risk in the western hemisphere, and more 

countries with lower relative risk in the eastern hemi-

sphere.  However, this picture serves best to highlight 

the variation in experiences of bullying within regions 

(though it is worth remembering that variation will exist 

within countries, and between socio-economic and socio-

demographic groups, and which cannot be uncovered us-

ing this analysis). 

Canada, the western side of South America, Southern Af-

rica, parts of Eastern Europe, and the MENA region, and 

islands in the Pacific are all places with the highest relative 

risk of bullying according to data from their most recent 

Source: Richardson and Hiu, forthcoming.290

Disclaimer: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the 
United Nations.

Figure 7. 

Global map of relative bullying risk 
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surveys. Countries in Western Europe, the United States 

of America, eastern parts of South America, much of the 

Middle East and North Africa, Australia, Japan and Mon-

golia, are all countries with medium risks of bullying. Few 

countries in Central and South America are low bullying-

risk countries, compared to many countries in Northern 

Europe through to South East Asia, including Russia, as 

well as Kazakhstan, South Korea and Thailand.

A brief conclusion

In summary, there is plenty of available data, globally, to 

assess bullying risks within and between countries. What 

is more, these bullying data are collected in children’s sur-

veys on education, health or well-being, providing numer-

ous options to analyze potential determinants of bullying 

to inform the responses needed to address excessively 

high rates of bullying across many countries worldwide. 

Moreover, despite a loss in detail in the scale, and much 

regional data not being comparable, it is possible to 

harmonise national-level data, to define and validate a 

measure of bullying-risk for global comparison. However, 

bullying-risk in the case of this comparison is relative, and 

good quality data that allows comparisons of true levels 

of bullying across all countries should be the ambition. 

Either through harmonization of data collections, by ages 

of children, years and definitions, or through the develop-

ment of an entirely new survey, hope remains that good 

quality and actionable data on the extent and severity of 

bullying of all children can be collected to inform poli-

cymakers, practitioners and parents alike as they act on 

behalf of the best interests of children. 

Figure 8. 

Global map of bullying data by sources 

Disclaimer: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the 
United Nations.
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14. Cyberbullying: incidence, trends and consequences

Sonia Livingstone, Mariya Stoilova and Anthony Kelly291

Aims and methods

Four methods were used to research this chapter, concen-

trating on the period 2010-2016, given the rapid pace of 

technological change: (i) a web-based search of three da-

tabases (Web of Science – including results from SciELO, 

Scopus, and Google Scholar) using such search terms as 

cyberbullying, bullying, online, internet, and longitudinal; 

(ii) a search through the bibliographies of existing reviews 

and meta-analyses of the literature on cyberbullying for 

relevant sources; (iii) we consulted experts in the field of 

cyberbullying, including their literature suggestions where 

relevant to the aims of the paper; (iv) we drew on the 

authors’ extensive bibliography which already included 

diverse studies of children’s changing relationships with 

digital media over time. For all sources identified, we fur-

ther examined their bibliographies specifically for articles 

cited that focused on change over time, as these proved 

to be scarce.

Approximately one in three children around the world are 

now online, in one way or another; further, while most 

research thus far has been conducted in the global North, 

it is in the global South that most future internet users are 

to be found.293 But despite the global diversity in the con-

ditions of childhood, much of the research literature ap-

pears to imply that bullying and cyberbullying are universal 

phenomena – taking a similar form wherever they occur 

and, insofar as ‘children will be children’ and increasingly 

they have digital devices, also occurring everywhere in 

the world. We sought out findings from the global South 

to complement the extensive body of global North litera-

ture on cyberbullying but these proved to be scarce,294 

with especially little cross-national comparative research 

that uses constant definitions and measures.295 It is not 

therefore possible, with the present state of knowledge, 

to develop confident conclusions and recommendations 

regarding many parts of the world where children have 

only recently gained access to the internet and mobile 

technology, and where associated forms of peer aggres-

sion, including cyberbullying, are yet to be researched.

Introduction: What’s the problem?

It is widely believed by policy makers and the public that, 

as children gain more access, and make more extensive 

use of the internet in their everyday lives, the associated 

risks to children’s safety and well-being are increasing 

commensurately.292 Certainly the popular media convey 

a strong impression that it is mobile phones and the in-

ternet that now constitute a major threat to children’s 

safety in the digital age. But perhaps these media panics 

are misleading, distracting attention from the continued 

underlying problems that children face in their daily lives?

Focusing on cyberbullying, this chapter examines the evi-

dence for the claim that new media bring new problems. 

We ask whether the frequency of cyberbullying is increas-

ing as internet use spreads among children around the 

world. And if so, is cyberbullying in some way replacing 

traditional bullying, so that peer aggression that used to 

be expressed physically, face-to-face, is now migrating to 

mobile and online platforms and being expressed via the 

distribution of hurtful images and messages? Or, is cyber-

bullying occurring independently of traditional bullying, 

perhaps involving different children and with different 

kinds of consequences? Or, as we shall argue, is some-

thing more complicated occurring as new forms of peer 

aggression emerge that mix traditional and cyberbullying, 

and with shifting boundaries between cyberbullying and 

other forms of online aggression?

The belief that online risks of harm to children are rising 

has triggered government, industry, and parental efforts 

designed to manage and mitigate such risks of harm. In re-

lation to cyberbullying, the value of an evidence review that 

answers the above questions lies in the potential to guide 

cyberbullying policy and practical interventions: should ef-

forts to address traditional bullying now switch their focus 

to address problems on mobile and online platforms, or 

should they work in parallel with new initiatives, or is an 

integrated approach preferable? And do the answers to 

these questions vary, depending on culture or country?
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Traditional bullying and cyberbullying compared

Bullying among children – broadly, the repeated physical, 

verbal or symbolic aggression intentionally expressed by 

one or more peers towards a less powerful victim – is 

understood in somewhat different ways in different cul-

tures, and thus terminology and definitions vary.296 For 

example, in China more emphasis is placed on social sta-

tus and forms of social exclusion.297 In the US it has been 

argued that bullying is a form of harassment.298 In the UK 

it is strongly associated with school, but in Germany the 

word ‘mobbing’ derives from the workplace.299 Unsurpris-

ingly, approaches to measurement also vary, especially 

over whether bullying must be intentional, repeated, or 

related to a power imbalance among peers.300 Estimates 

of incidence, again unsurprisingly, also vary, although 

using standardised definitions and measurement across 

42 European countries, the Health Behaviour in School 

Children (HBSC) survey reported an average of 11% of 

11-15-year-olds had been bullied at school at least two or 

three times in the past couple of months.301

The definition of cyberbullying is even more unstable, 

partly because it is a newer phenomenon, occurring on 

still-evolving technological devices and platforms.302 

While at core it concerns aggression expressed by peers 

through digital (online or mobile) technologies targeting 

a child victim,303 some assert that the aggression need 

not be repeated, since cyberbullying messages are easily 

and widely shared, multiplying the harm by multiplying 

the number of bystanders and the persistent possibility 

of future sharing. Others have argued power imbalances 

operate differently, if at all, online.

While bullying has traditionally occurred in a host of places 

little monitored by adults (the school bus, the local park or 

back street, the school toilets), cyberbullying also occurs 

in places little monitored by adults (by text messages on 

a personal mobile phone, in multiplayer online games, on 

social networking sites – especially those that parents have 

not used or even heard of). But while traditional bullying 

depends on the co-location of perpetrator and victim, cy-

berbullying can occur around the clock, reaching into the 

victim’s private and once-safe places, its messages hitting 

home without the perpetrator necessarily being aware of 

their effects, and they may circulate long after the perpe-

trator has forgotten about them. Importantly, the ano-

nymity afforded by many online platforms is widely held 

to facilitate disinhibition and deindividuation.304 In other 

words, perpetrators feel able to act aggressively online 

in ways they would not when face-to-face with potential 

victims, because the social norms that constrain them are 

weaker when they cannot be identified and because they 

cannot see the emotional effect on their victim.305

In terms of demography it appears that, while traditionally 

bullying is perpetrated more by boys and younger teen-

agers, cyberbullying occurs relatively equally among boys 

and girls306 and across the teenage years.307 This may re-

" ect the stronger social norms that constrain the actions 

of girls and older teenagers in ‘real world’ physical loca-

tions, suggesting that the motivations308 that drive cyber-

bullying are themselves more evenly distributed than has 

been evident from their manifestation in traditional bully-

ing. It may also be that age and gender interact, since in 

one study girls were “more likely to report cyber-bullying 

[others] during early adolescence while males were more 

likely to be cyberbullies during later adolescence.”309

In terms of victims, research suggests that, both of" ine 

and online, victims are more likely to come from minor-

ity ethnic or LGBT groups, to be disabled or facing men-

tal health, emotional or familial difficulties.310 In terms of 

harm, the debate rages as to whether the consequences 

of cyberbullying are lesser,311 similar or worse312 than from 

traditional bullying. It does appear, however, that online 

as of" ine, bullying of others places the bully also at risk of 

victimisation.313

Incidence of cyberbullying over time

While it is clear that access to and use of mobile and on-

line technologies continues to rise among children,314 it 

is much less clear that cyberbullying is rising commensu-

rately, notwithstanding popular perceptions of rising risk 

of harm. Some research has charted evidence of rising cy-

berbullying in the early 2000s across several countries,315 

although others observe that the evidence for rising or 

stable incidence is mixed.316 In the USA,317 UK,318 and Bel-

gium319 it seems the rate of cyberbullying has peaked. An 

in" uential international review concluded that:

the rates found in our research, though cross-section-

al, have not demonstrated any significant trend as 

increasing or decreasing over the last ten years. Fur-

thermore, there is no cross-sectional or longitudinal 

research that we have reviewed which portrays such 

a tendency.320
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Interestingly, there is also little evidence for an overall rise 

in bullying around the world. Comparing findings for 33 

countries from 2001 to 2010, the HBSC survey reports 

“decreasing trends in bullying victimization among boys 

and girls across a third of participating countries; with few 

countries reporting increasing trends in bullying victimi-

zation.”321 This implies that, insofar as there is scattered 

evidence of a rise in cyberbullying, this may be due more 

to increased access to technology than to an increase in 

the underlying conditions of aggression among children.

As yet, few studies have tracked the incidence of cyber-

bullying even over the period of a decade. The exception 

is the Youth Internet Safety Survey, which measured the 

broader concept of ‘online harassment’ rather than cy-

berbullying specifically. This found that 6% of US 10- to 

17-year-olds reported such incidents in 2000, 9% in 2005, 

and 11% in 2010.322 More recent studies, albeit over 

shorter time periods, suggest equally modest increases. 

Comparing findings in 2010 and 2014 in Europe, the EU 

Kids Online project reported a small increase in cyberbul-

lying (from 8% of 9- to 16-year-olds to 12%, across seven 

countries).323 The Kids Online Brazil study of 9- to 17-year-

olds reported a rise in cyberbullying from 9% in 2012 to 

15% in 2014, especially among girls, across a period in 

which internet access spread among children in Brazil.324

Thus while these time periods are fairly short, and trends 

are modest, they generally point in an upwards direction. 

What remains unknown is whether these trends re" ect 

increased risk in proportion to the increase in internet 

use. Or, do they instead re" ect increased awareness and, 

thus, increased reporting, whether as a result of increased 

familiarity with the internet or because of active policy 

and safety initiatives. In other words, the common-sense 

perception of rising rates of cyberbullying may re" ect 

growing public awareness of such risks, with more young 

people able to talk publicly about being cyberbullied and 

high levels of media attention to tragic incidents linked to 

cyberbullying.325 Complicating matters, in a country such 

as South Korea, where internet use has been very high for 

some years, a five year study revealed decreasing rates of 

cyberbullying, albeit that cyberbullying is still more fre-

quent than in Europe.326

In short, there is evidence of a slight rise in cyberbully-

ing over recent years in some countries, but evidence of 

a peak in incidence in others, especially where internet 

use has itself possibly peaked in terms of reach. Interpret-

ing such evidence is confounded by the likelihood that, 

as society comes to rely ever more on internet use, public 

awareness of the associated risks also rises, so that seem-

ing growth in risk to children may be attributed to a great-

er willingness to report.

Explaining trends in cyberbullying is even more complex, 

and more research in more countries is certainly advis-

able before strong conclusions are reached or before the 

experience of any one country is used to ground policy or 

practice in another. Generally speaking, it does seem that 

cyberbullying is a new form – perhaps a reconfiguration – 

of traditional bullying, because many studies report a 

strong correlation between traditional bullying and cyber-

bullying.327 Moreover, in many studies, traditional bullying 

remains more common than cyberbullying – for instance, 

in Europe, as shown by both EU Kids Online328 and HBSC 

surveys,329 and in the USA,330 where it is noteworthy that, 

still, most incidents occur of" ine-only, or both on- and of-

" ine, while fewer incidents occur online-only.331

Yet, while this might lead us to conclude that traditional 

bullying not only remains the bigger problem but is also 

‘migrating’ onto online and mobile platforms, in some 

countries there is evidence that cyberbullying is a distinct 

problem with its own characteristics. For example, in Tur-

key332 and France333 the relation between traditional and 

cyberbullying is weaker, and in some contexts (for exam-

ple, in Thailand)334 cyberbullying is becoming more com-

mon than traditional bullying. Thus it appears that of" ine 

bullying practices are, in some ways, migrating online but 

in other ways, peer aggression is taking new forms and 

finding expression in new ways online.

Indeed, given the changeable technological and social 

conditions under which cyberbullying occurs, and given 

that the criteria of intentionality, repetition335 and power 

imbalance336 are less important than for traditional bully-

ing, it can be hard to distinguish cyberbullying from other 

forms of mobile and online aggression.337 These include 

‘trolling’, stalking, harassment, ‘outing’, ‘sexting’, ‘hat-

ing’, racist/hateful language and other forms of abusive 

comments and online actions. In consequence, delineat-

ing cyberbullying from other kinds of online aggression 

is not straightforward and, arguably, becoming less so. 

Furthermore, the very nature of the online environment 

is producing new ambiguities, blurring the distinctions 

between bully and victim338 and even bystander,339 for in-

stance; or blurring the boundaries between bullying and 

other risks (for example, sexual harassment).340 It even 

blurs the boundaries between cyberbullying and other – 
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perhaps innocent - forms of online ‘drama’.341 In a " uid 

context with changing technological affordances (in terms 

of visibility, privacy, persistence, and so on), defining clear 

demarcations among types of practice is difficult, and it 

is made more complex by children’s own pleasure in ex-

perimenting with new and sometimes transgressive forms 

of communication ‘under the radar’ of adult scrutiny.342

Conclusions

Because cyberbullying is conducted at a distance, leaving 

no physical mark and mediated only by words and im-

ages, it seems that teachers, parents and policy-makers 

have been slow to recognise the potential severity of the 

consequences, perhaps believing the old English saying 

that “sticks and stone may break your bones but words 

will never hurt you.” One lesson of cyberbullying research, 

however, is that words shape identities, social relations, 

and well-being. This lesson has been driven home by 

the few but notable incidents of suicide,343 among other 

harms such as loss of empathy,344 linked to (though not 

caused in any simple sense by)345 cyberbullying. Yet some 

of the phenomena commonly labelled as cyberbullying 

blur into ordinary and often harmless interactions among 

children as they explore and experiment with the internet 

and mobile technology.

This chapter has reviewed why, in terms of the conditions 

that motivate it,346 there are good reasons to conclude 

that “cyberbullying should be considered within the con-

text of bullying rather than as a separate entity” or as a 

practice newly invented for the digital age.347 Since “tra-

ditional bullying seems to carry over into cyberbullying, 

[but] cyberbullying does not appear to turn into bully-

ing,”348 it may also be that interventions found to reduce 

traditional bullying may also help reduce cyberbullying.349

On the other hand, there is also merit in exploring tech-

nology-oriented solutions to complement traditional ap-

proaches, especially for those cases or contexts where 

the link between traditional and cyberbullying is weaker. 

There is also merit in exploring technology-oriented solu-

tions insofar as the specificities of the online environment 

and its contextual embedding in children’s daily lives ap-

pear to complicate or reconfigure traditional bullying in 

new ways.350

Indeed, while it is unlikely that traditional bullying ever 

constituted a single or simple phenomenon, what is strik-

ing today is, in the words of one Australian study, the 

“extremely complicated combinations of traditional and 

cyberbullying perpetration and victimization in which 

the students engaged.”351 Thus it may be concluded that 

separate discussion of traditional bullying and cyberbul-

lying definitions, incidence and policy misses the deeper 

trend, which is to recognise the increasing connections 

between the two. The research question, then, should 

not be whether cyberbullying is best explained by either 

the conditions that shape mobile and internet use or the 

conditions underlying traditional bullying and other forms 

of societal aggression. Rather, we should be asking when, 

where and how do mobile and online technologies facili-

tate bullying by mediating, mitigating or amplifying forms 

of peer aggression so as to fuse traditional and cyberbul-

lying in both familiar and new ways. 
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15. Bullying and Cyberbullying in Southern Africa

Patrick Burton

children knew peers who had been bullied and 23.3% of 

children admitted to perpetrating bullying themselves.354 

Older studies have found various rates, ranging from 61% 

of secondary school learners in South Africa’s capital 

city, Tshwane,355 to 41% of secondary school learners in 

a nationally representative sample356 and 36.3% among 

grade 8 and grade 11 learners in the cities of Cape Town 

and Durban.357 

Data from Zimbabwe reveals significantly higher levels of 

bullying: a 2014 study in the Chetegu district found that 

64% of learners had observed bullying in their school, 

while 42% had themselves been bullied.358 A 2010 sit-

uational analysis by the Namibian National Planning 

Commission found that 22.6% of learners interviewed 

reported being verbally teased, insulted and intimidated 

at school, with 18% saying they had been physically at-

tacked at school.359 In a 2008 study in Zambia, 60% of 

learners reported being bullied within a one month pe-

riod, while in Kenya, a 2007 study of learners in Nairobi 

District reported that between 63% and 83% of learn-

ers experienced bullying.360 The estimates are thus widely 

variable for bullying across studies, countries, and over the 

timeframes of the studies that do exist.

Defining bullying

Bullying is arguably one of the most common forms of 

violence that children experience during the course of the 

childhood, both within and outside of school. While there 

is some disagreement on what constitutes bullying, most 

research builds on the definition developed by Olweus, 

encompassing three core elements: bullying is character-

ised by the purposeful harming of victim in some way, 

occurs repeatedly over time and involves some form 

of power imbalance between the bully and the victim, 

whether it be physical power or social capital.361 

Bullying is especially prevalent during adolescence. Some 

theorise that it is a developmental phenomenon that in-

creases during childhood, peaks in early adolescence and 

Introduction

Bullying is receiving increasing attention across a range of 

countries within Southern Africa. For example, in 2015, 

the Ministry for Arts, Education and Culture in Namibia, 

together with UNICEF, launched an anti-bullying cam-

paign to raise awareness of the magnitude of the prob-

lem, and to attempt to harmonize efforts to address it. 

In South Africa, the Department of Basic Education has 

prioritized school bullying within its approach to the pre-

vention of school violence more broadly. In Kenya, bully-

ing has been criminalized through legislation. Despite this 

growing concern at a governmental level, there is little 

reliable, representative and recent data on the extent of 

bullying, or its relationship to other forms of violence, or 

related harms, and it is often seen as secondary to other 

forms of violence such as sexual violence or violent physi-

cal attacks. This lack of, or at best patchy, data, inhibits 

the evaluation of the impact of policies where they do 

exist, or the development of policies where none currently 

exist.

Where data does exist, estimates across studies and be-

tween countries vary considerably, explained in part by 

different focuses, definitions, sampling and representa-

tiveness. There are fewer cross-country comparative stud-

ies. One of the few are the TIMSS and PIRLS studies, which 

collect data using standardized definitions across South 

Africa, Ghana and Botswana.352 These studies reveal rela-

tively similar rates across the three countries, of between 

40% of girls who report experiencing weekly bullying 

in schools in South Africa, to 54% of boys in Ghanaian 

schools. This data varies considerably from, for example, 

the 2013 National Schools Violence Study in South Africa, 

which shows that 13% of children had experienced some 

form of school bullying in the preceding year.353

Data collected in South Africa also highlights highly diverse 

incidence rates. A 2012 study examining bullying among 

secondary school learners in Gauteng Province found that 

34.4% of children had been personally bullied, 38.1% of 
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starts to decline by late adolescence.362 As a result, school 

going children are often most affected by bullying and 

schools are frequently the sites where this bullying plays 

out.

There has been much conjecture around why bullies may 

act out aggressively, with early research on the topic 

theorising that bullies may have poor social skills, low 

self-esteem or low intelligence.363 However, more recent 

research argues that bullies typically have good self-es-

teem, high intelligence and an understanding of the social 

and psychological impact of their actions, but engage in 

harmful behaviours nonetheless because it provides them 

with a social reward.364 Through their bullying behaviour 

and assertion of dominance, bullies accrue higher social 

status. 

Critical to obtaining this status is the action of bystanders, 

who through their passive observation, or at times, active 

support of the bullying behaviour, provide the bully with 

the necessary social reward to motivate their behaviour.365 

For the bystander, intervening to prevent bullying places 

the individual at significant social, as well as physical risk 

of becoming a victim of bullying themselves and succumb-

ing to the bully’s social dominance. That said, research has 

found that the more bystanders intervene in favour of the 

victim, the less bullying occurs, suggesting that this loss of 

social status acts as a deterrent to bullies.

Academics differentiate between three roles in bullying 

scenarios: the bully, the victim and the bully-victim. Bullies 

may tend to be aggressive and seek out social dominance 

while victims may tend to be more passive, anxious and 

have low self-esteem. In some cases, a single child may 

both bully others and be bullied themselves, possessing 

qualities of aggression and dominance but also low self-

esteem.366 These children may attempt to bully others but 

perhaps not be perceived as sufficiently dominant and 

come to be viewed as irritating. As a result peers may 

bully this individual in return, and research suggests that 

this impacts greatly on the psychological wellbeing of the 

bully-victims, who often report greater negative psycho-

logical outcomes than other bullied children.

While there is some debate around this, gender is often 

thought to impact on the type and extent to which chil-

dren experience bullying. Boys have been found to be 

both bully and be victimised (a bully-victim) more than 

girls, and to be exposed to more direct bullying.367 Girls 

meanwhile, have been found to be more likely to be the 

victims of bullying behaviours and be exposed to indirect 

bullying.368 Bullying may occur when a child is perceived 

from departing from conventional gender norms or stere-

otypes. In general, it has been found that bullying is more 

likely to take place within a gender, rather than between 

genders. 

Harmful outcomes of bullying

Bullying has been found to have a number of poten-

tially negative consequences for its victims, especially 

because bullying typically affects individuals when they 

are at their most psychologically vulnerable, during their 

teenage years. The effects of bullying can manifest be-

haviourally and psychologically, and impact on the life 

outcomes of individuals. Research has found associations 

between being bullied and anxiety, psychosomatic com-

plaints, avoidance behaviour, depression, low self-esteem 

and general distress.369 For some victims this can escalate 

into self-harm, suicidal thoughts, attempted suicide and 

in the worst cases, suicide.370 It has also been found that 

in some cases victimisation is associated with behavioural 

problems, like substance abuse, engaging in violent be-

haviour and bringing weapons to school.371 

While bullying is clearly associated with a number of neg-

ative outcomes, it is often difficult to determine the direc-

tion of these relationships. A child may report experiences 

of being bullied and a number of negative psychological 

symptoms but whether a child experiences these nega-

tive outcomes as a result of the bullying they have expe-

rienced, or becomes susceptible to bullying as a result of 

these underlying vulnerabilities, is unclear.372 This makes it 

difficult to determine the negative outcomes that come as 

a direct consequence of bullying. 

Bullying has also been found to be linked to harmful out-

comes for perpetrators. Some studies have found that 

bullying is associated with conviction for a crime in early 

adulthood, risk-taking behaviours like substance abuse 

and poor academic achievement.373 It has also been found 

that perpetrating bullying is associated with negative 

mental outcomes such as depression, conduct-disorder, 

psychosomatic complaints and suicide. Engaging in bul-

lying may therefore be an indication of a broader range 

of problematic behaviours, as well as of poor emotional 

wellbeing. 
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Cyberbullying and its relation to bullying

Cyberbullying has emerged as a concern globally over the 

last decade. As with “of" ine”” or conventional bullying, 

the definition of cyberbullying is contested, and like bul-

lying, variations in definitions between studies prevent 

accurate comparison between studies both within across 

countries. 

Globally, researchers are defining and framing online vio-

lence in different ways, and there remains a need for a 

unified framework for defining and conceptualising cy-

berbullying. Terms like online harassment, digital violence, 

Internet harassment, electronic aggression and cyberbul-

lying are often used interchangeably, while metrics for 

measuring these concepts also vary. As discussed below, 

the use of different terms, and different methods for 

‘measuring’ definitions, has implications for empirical re-

search, policy and children’s rights.374

A recent systematic review of online violence literature 

shows that Olweus’ definition of bullying is the most com-

monly used definition by online violence scholars.375 This 

approach encompasses the same three core characteris-

tics as bullying defined above, but incorporates the use of 

electronic contact: an aggressive, intentional act carried 

out by a group, or individuals, using electronic forms of 

contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who 

cannot easily defend him or herself. The authors show 

that the inclusion of the concepts of ‘intent to cause harm’, 

‘imbalance of power’, and ‘repetition of the act’, become 

critical when operationalizing the definition of cyberbul-

lying in empirical research, and studies that incorporated 

‘imbalance of power’ and ‘repetition’ into their survey de-

sign reported markedly lower rates of cyberbullying than 

those studies that relied on broader terms and definitions. 

Perpetrators of internet harassment frequently target 

people they already know in an of" ine context, and both 

perpetrators and victims of online bullying often have sim-

ilar psychological traits as their of" ine counterparts.376  In-

deed, the divide between online and of" ine is no longer 

binary, with more and more blurring between the two: 

“Drawing the line between of" ine and online is becoming 

close to impossible; almost any experience has an online 

dimension, whether through a direct engagement by the 

child or through provision of services designed to improve 

children’s lives”.377 The blurring between online and of-

" ine forms of violence becomes an important factor in 

designing interventions.

However, some of the unique characteristics of cyberbul-

lying, such as the permanency of the digital footprint, the 

capacity for aggressors to remain anonymous, the sheer 

scale of a viral offence, and the potential for online vio-

lence to permeate “all the spheres and spaces in which 

young people live their lives” may lead to distinct impacts 

and harms on children, schools, families, and community 

that require new research models to fully grasp.378

Cyberbullying in Southern Africa

There exists a dearth of literature and reliable studies with-

in Southern Africa on cyberbullying, re" ecting a wider im-

balance between the Global North and the Global South 

in research on violence, and particularly on bullying.379 It 

is only recently that cyberbullying has emerged as a con-

cern in most Southern African countries. The difficulties in 

drawing conclusions on both the extent and the nature of 

cyberbullying re" ect a wider lack of knowledge and data 

on children and Information and Communication Tech-

nologies (ICTs) in Southern Africa, and within urban and 

rural areas in general. Arguably, the issue of cyberbullying 

has also been perceived as relatively unimportant within 

the context of other forms of violence against children, 

and within a framework of more fundamental structural 

and institutional challenges in the region. 

Much of the data that does exist on cyberbullying comes 

from South Africa. In a 2012 study of 5,939 secondary 

school learners in South Africa, one in five (20.9%) re-

ported having experienced some form of cyberbullying 

over the last year.380 The study located cyberbullying with-

in a broader analytical framework of school violence. Like 

other forms of bullying, the most common perpetrators of 

cyberbullying were peers of the learner, either from within 

school or outside of school, and were generally known to 

the child. In the 2016 Optimus Foundation Study on Child 

Abuse, Violence and Neglect, just over one in ten (15.1%) 

of children between the ages of 15 and 17 reported being 

cyberbullied over a one year period.381 Data from both 

studies suggest that girls tend to experience cyberbullying 

more than boys, or at least are more willing to disclose 

their experiences: 19% of females had experienced cyber-

bullying, compared to just over one in ten (12%) males. 

Like the 2012 study, the bully was usually known to the 

child, further re" ecting international trends.382 
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Apart from South Africa, only Namibia has data on the 

extent of cyberbullying. Rates are similar to those in South 

Africa. A 2016 study on child online protection showed 

that 15% of children in five pilot sites reported being cy-

berbullied.383 As in South Africa, girls were more likely 

to experience being cyberbullied than boys (17% as op-

posed to 14%). For both boys and girls, cyberbullying was 

ranked as the second most traumatic experience online, 

behind only requests for sexual images of oneself.

Shared vulnerabilities: bullying, cyberbullying and 
other experiences of violence

Research from the Global North points to the relation-

ship between “of" ine” and “online” bullying and aggres-

sion, both in its form, and in the vulnerabilities to both 

perpetration and victimization. For example, victims of 

traditional bullying are more likely to experience cyberbul-

lying,384 and cyberbullying incidents are commonly linked 

to, or originate in, events or experiences that happen of-

" ine, particularly at school.385 

Research shows similar findings for South Africa. A study 

by the Centre for Justice and Crime Prevention and the 

University of Cape Town found that 36% of children who 

report being bullied also experienced some form of cy-

berbullying, compared to 17% of those children who had 

not been bullied.386 Similar findings are evident between 

cyberbullying and other forms of victimization, including 

sexual violence. The same study shows that children who 

experience cyberbullying are three times more likely than 

those who have not to experience some form of contact 

or non-contact sexual victimization, while 29% of those 

that had experienced cyberbullying reported they had 

“had an adult hit, kick or physically hurt (them)”, com-

pared to only 19% of those who did not report having 

been cyberbullied.387 Similarly, of those who had experi-

enced cyberbullying at some point in their life, 26% had 

also experienced psychological maltreatment, compared 

to just 14% of those who had not.388

Conclusion: towards a common bullying agenda 
for Southern Africa

Bullying, both traditional and cyber, is clearly related to 

other forms of violence, and to a multiple range of risk 

factors that cut across different forms of violence and 

vulnerabilities. Schools have been identified as a valuable 

intervention point to both build protective factors for bul-

lying, and to prevent the development of bullying and 

other aggressive behaviour. Given the proven linkages 

between digital violence and traditional forms of peer 

violence experienced by children, taking systematic pre-

ventive measures to reduce one form of violence will yield 

results in reducing online violence. There is evidence to 

show that intervening through social and emotional learn-

ing initiatives focusing on bullying at schools can yield 

positive outcomes in the prevention of cyberbullying.389 

Yet within the Southern Africa region, there is as yet no 

evidence of effective bullying and cyberbullying interven-

tions located within broader violence prevention and child 

safety policy initiatives. 

South Africa’s experience provides an example of how 

school violence, including bullying and cyberbullying, can 

be addressed at a national level, using a coordinated re-

sponse that locates bullying within a broader violence pre-

vention framework and simultaneously seeks to prevent 

all forms of violence. In response to calls for an integrated 

school safety framework that explicitly addresses all forms 

of violence at school within a whole school approach to 

violence prevention, the Department of Basic Education 

developed the National School Safety Framework.390 This 

provides an integrated management tool to assist school 

managers, school governing bodies, district and provincial 

education officials, and all members of the larger school 

family, including learners, educators, parents, support 

staff and administrators, to deal more effectively with 

violence. The Framework also locates the school within 

the broader environment of local government and com-

munities, mapping out the relationships between school 

and community, family and local government that are 

required to prevent bullying and all forms of violence. 

Rather than offering interventions, the Framework aims 

to equip schools with the tools to identify the risk of vio-
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lence occurring, to identify gaps and weaknesses, and to 

direct schools to appropriate resources and interventions 

based on specific needs. Such a national policy response, 

and its recognition of the prerequisite of a whole school 

approach to preventing violence, is an important step in 

addressing all forms of violence, including bullying, and in 

its prevention, and the response to it when it occurs.

Yet, as noted earlier in this paper, there remains little reli-

able, nationally representative data on bullying to inform 

implementation, or around which evidenced-based poli-

cies and programming can be developed, or to measure 

its impact on other forms of violence. As such, the collec-

tion of nationally representative data should be a prior-

ity. Deepening the evidence base offers an opportunity to 

build on emerging national policies that seek to address 

all forms of violence, and to build a national and regional 

agenda that: 

1. Defines and adopts common definitions of bullying 

that encompass its many forms, while also recognizing 

specific types, including bullying on the basis of sexual 

identify, race and culture, religion, or disability.

2. Locates bullying within a broader violence prevention 

paradigm that recognizes the profound psychologi-

cal, emotional, physical, health and economic harmful 

outcomes of bullying, and positions bullying in relation 

to all other forms of violence experienced by children.

3. Emphasises the risk and protective factors that can 

provide the basis for evidence-based interventions.

4. Commits itself to the collection of data and the imple-

mentation of evidence-based programming, and the 

testing, scale-up and commitment of dedicated fund-

ing to support evidence-led interventions.

Through partnerships of researchers, governments and 

education systems throughout Southern Africa, such an 

agenda can be developed to combat the violence of bully-

ing that so manifestly affects the lives of children through-

out the region. 
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16. Bullying and educational stress in schools in East Asia

Michael Dunne, Thu Ba Pham, Ha Hai Thi Le and Jiandong Sun391

Introduction

Bullying has been studied extensively in western countries 

for a long time. In the East Asia region there was relatively 

limited systematic research into bullying until recent years. 

The general nature of bullying in schools in this region ap-

pears similar to global trends. However, in Asia this occurs 

within a context of pervasive academic stress on children 

from demanding curricula, teachers and parents and in-

" exible school examination systems. Although some stu-

dents thrive in this climate, many are constantly on edge, 

and some succumb to despair. The nexus between peer 

bullying and educational stress in Asian schools has not 

yet been researched in sufficient detail. In this paper we 

summarise trends in bullying across most countries in East 

Asia, and focus on recent studies of school bullying and 

study burden in China and Viet Nam. Much more work 

is needed to improve the quality of evidence to support 

systemic change and specialised programs to reduce edu-

cational stress and prevent interpersonal violence.

Bullying in East Asian schools 

Given the wide cultural, religious and socioeconomic diver-

sity of East Asian school systems, statements about typical 

characteristics that distinguish Asian education from other 

regions can easily ring hollow. Also, the rapid pace of change 

in East Asia defies solid generalisation about conditions in 

schools. Amid this complexity two intersecting themes re-

“I feel very stressed with my classmates. They are too 

diligent. Sometimes I want to relax for 30 minutes but 

I can’t because my classmates keep studying all the 

time.” Secondary school student, Viet Nam (Pham, 

2015).

“My parents spend too much time and money for 

my study. They want me to be a lawyer. They always 

remind me to study. My duty is study and study and 

study. I feel bored.” Secondary school student, Viet 

Nam (Pham, 2015).

“During my final year… there was no friendship 

among classmates….only fierce and cruel competition, 

betrayal of friends, endless verbal violence…we vent-

ed stress by hurting one another.” Student in China 

(Zhao, Selman & Haste 2015, p2). 

“I feel insecure if my son doesn’t go to private tutors. 

Every parent sends their children to cram classes, so 

why not him?” Parent of a high school student, Viet 

Nam (Pham, 2015).

cur in discussions of how school climate in" uences bullying: 

Collectivism and heavy educational pressure.392 Of course, 

these two themes are common to many cultures, but it ap-

pears that both are more prominent in the daily lives of 

children in East Asia than in other parts of the world.

Generally, estimates of bullying prevalence in East Asia are 

similar to global patterns. A meta-analysis of 80 studies393 

mainly done outside of Asia found traditional bullying 

perpetration experience ranged from 9.7% to 89.6% of 

students (mean prevalence of 35%) and traditional bully-

ing victimisation ranged from 9% to 97.9% (mean: 36%). 

The breadth in estimates of cyberbullying was more nar-

row, with online perpetration between 5.3% and 31.5% 

(mean: 16%) and victimisation ranging from 2.2% to 

56.2% (mean: 15%). Craig and colleagues394 reviewed 

prevalence statistics from 40 countries and also found 

wide diversity.

The range in prevalence estimates in western countries is 

also evident in mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and 

Macau395, although extremely high figures tend not to 

be found in Chinese surveys, with upper estimates rarely 

above 60%. In Southeast Asia, a systematic review of re-

search in the ten ASEAN countries396 found estimates of 

the prevalence of traditional bullying victimisation range 

between 6% and 85%, with the proportion of children 

admitting to traditional bullying perpetration ranging 

from 8% to 72%. Cyberbullying victimisation (from 4% 
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to 54%) and perpetration (from 5% to 35%) in ASEAN 

appear similar to non-Asian countries. 

Comparative analysis of students’ experience of specific 

acts of bullying victimisation in ten countries in the Asia-

Pacific397 also found considerable variation in prevalence 

of bullying. For example, being hurt on purpose was re-

ported by 27% to 33% of girls in Indonesia and the Philip-

pines, but only 2.7% of girls surveyed in the Republic of 

Korea. The differences in prevalence across the ten nations 

appeared to be greatest for girls; estimates of victimisa-

tion experiences of boys tended to be more similar across 

the region. As is often the case in self-report behavioural 

surveys, cross-cultural estimates differ for many reasons; 

arguably most variation between surveys is caused by 

study design, sampling, measurement and other meth-

odological factors, although some of the diversity re" ects 

actual differences in the underlying risk of bullying in dif-

ferent social, economic, family and school contexts.

The ranges in prevalence estimates in East Asia, like 

elsewhere in the world, are so wide that they beg the 

question: What do such prevalence data mean for policy 

and practice? If we try to understand the extent of the 

problem by making a graph of the many estimates, we 

can conclude that somewhere between very few and al-

most all children are physically bullied, and somewhere 

between one in twenty and one in two students expe-

rience cyberbullying! These estimates are so wide they 

evoke scepticism among policy makers. The picture is fur-

ther complicated because measures of central tendency 

(such as the median prevalence) also vary across different 

global and regional reviews. Arguably, there is no ‘true 

prevalence’ estimate. The search for ‘the’ prevalence in a 

population is in some ways illusory. Even with high meth-

odological rigour and validated measures, the beast we 

are trying to hold down and quantify changes its form 

and size depending on the culture, place and time in 

which a survey is done. 

Despite this uncertainty, research produces useful insights 

by focusing on the causes of variability of bullying within a 

particular population. What individual, school, family and 

social factors explain why, within similar schools, some 

children report intense or frequent bullying, others less, 

and some none? How does children’s experience of bul-

lying change over time, and what factors might explain 

why bullying increases, decreases or remains stable? Of 

all probable determinants of change over time, which are 

deliberately modifiable through interventions in schools?

The specific acts of bullying reported by young people 

are fairly consistent across cultures, although Chan and 

Wong398 suggested that collectivist culture in Chinese so-

cieties may lead to social exclusion being a more com-

mon form of peer victimisation. Consistent with research 

worldwide,399 traditional bullying in East Asia is more 

prevalent than cyberbullying. Further, Asian region stud-

ies show the significant overlap in children’s experience of 

traditional and cyberbullying, as the majority of students 

who report online bullying involvement also report bully-

ing inside or nearby schools.400 Asian boys are most likely 

to be victims and perpetrators of bullying401 and younger 

students and those with low academic performance are 

more likely to be involved in bullying.402 Similar to global 

patterns, use of multiple electronic devices, heavy internet 

usage and online gaming in East Asia is linked with higher 

risk of both traditional and cyberbullying.403 

“Some students in grade 8 posted nasty comments 

on my Facebook…I didn’t dare delete what they 

said, or did not dare to block them….if I did…they 

would hit me or threaten me. I had to keep their 

comments online.” Girl, grade 6, Viet Nam

“When riding my bike home, I often wish my mum 

would ask me “How are you feeling, are you hap-

py?” But she never does. She just asks me about 

what I learned today and my homework. I feel very 

sad.” Year 8 girl in Viet Nam, 2015

The nexus between bullying and educational stress 
in East Asia

As Confucian tradition meets globalisation, a pressurised 

climate of “academic achievement at any cost” emerges. 

Demand for intensified and extended in-school and out-

of-school training and exam preparation comes from all 

sides – from parents, employers, teachers and students 

themselves. According to Harvard education researchers 

Zhao, Selman and Haste404 the much celebrated success 

of Asian students at home and abroad405 has a significant 

downside for many young people. There are strong links 

between study burden and depression, anxiety, suicidal 

thoughts and actions and overall low wellbeing.406 Zhao 

et al407 emphasised that, for many children, the academic 

stress is debilitating.
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Our research in East Asia has examined links between 

heavy use of private tutors and total study hours after for-

mal school (private tutors, cram classes and/or self-study), 

subjective educational stress and bullying. We developed 

the Educational Stress Scale for Adolescents (ESSA) which 

has been validated in China and Viet Nam.408 It is a brief 

16-item scale with items such as “My parents care about 

my academic grades too much which brings me a lot of 

pressure”. “I feel stressed when I do not live up to my 

own standards”, and ”I feel a lot of pressure in my daily 

studying” with children’s responses ranging from strongly 

agree to strongly disagree on a 5-point scale. After-school 

study hours alone or with groups or private tutors were 

estimated, and we asked about the experience of various 

forms of bullying.

Nearly all of the 1,609 students surveyed in high schools 

in north, central and southern Viet Nam (94.5%) had pri-

vate tutors, either one-to-one or in groups.409 This is con-

sistent with very high use of commercial tutors in most 

of East Asia.410 Liu and colleagues411 found that 72.4% 

of Taiwanese high school students had a personal tutor, 

which is similar to an estimated 71.8% of Hong Kong 

students.412 Bray and Kwo413 found that between 50% 

to 80% of high school students attend private tutoring 

across East and South Asian countries (including 70.6% in 

the Republic of Korea, 65.2% in Japan, 58% in India and 

53.3% in China). 

After-school study burden in Viet Nam appears especially 

heavy. Only 5.5% of students said they did not have tu-

tors and on average, students dedicated 12 hours per 

week to this form of extra study, which is about double 

some estimates of the weekly hours for tutors and cram 

classes reported in Taiwan, Hong Kong, the Republic of 

Korea and Japan.414

How is students’ mental health affected by heavy 
study burden? 

The association between students’ mental health and to-

tal extra study hours, use of tutors and self-study appears 

not to be simple or linear. In surveys in Shandong prov-

ince China415 and in three provinces of Viet Nam,416 the 

link between subjective academic stress (ESSA scores) and 

study burden (as indicated by total homework hours) was 

U-shaped – the most academically stressed students were 

those who did the least homework alone or with tutors. 

Students who reported doing four or more hours of extra 

study per day were similarly distressed, while those who 

studied between two to three hours per day reported 

good psychological well-being.

Interestingly, we did not find significant correlations 

between total study hours and most measures of poor 

mental health and behaviour (depression, anxiety, suicidal 

thinking, and health risk behaviours). However, when we 

looked at links between mental health and students’ work 

with private, one-to-one tutors or attendance at cram 

classes, those who did both (compared to those with 

just one type or no type) were more depressed and anx-

ious.417 We also examined whether there were differences 

in mental health between those students who mainly re-

lied on cram classes/tutors, those who had a fairly equal 

balance of hours in self-study and external classes/tutors, 

and those who relied on self-study as the primary meth-

od. There was a strong effect – the best mental health 

was found among those who mainly do self-study and 

supplement with a few hours of tutoring per week, while 

those who mostly or always did extra study with tutors 

or cram classes had considerably worse mental health on 

each measure.418 

How is bullying associated with study burden and 
academic stress?

Zhao et al419 argue that to understand the negative effects 

of intense study burden in China we need to look beyond 

the mental health of individuals. Evidence suggests that 

social relationships and interpersonal communications 

become dysfunctional under long periods of academic 

pressure. For example, in the educational cauldron of 

Shanghai, which is often praised for producing world-best 

grades in comparative rankings such as those of the Or-

ganisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s 

PISA assessment, many students experience substantial 

breakdown in formerly close relationships, with distrust, 

jealousy and animosity being common.420

In Viet Nam we asked students about multiple forms of 

bullying – physical, emotional, relational (mainly deliber-

ate social exclusion) and cyberbullying. The bullying prev-

alence estimates were within the typical ranges for East 

Asian surveys.421 We concurrently measured academic 

“Extra study doesn’t make me feel stressed, it makes 

me feel better. I study long hours to make me not 

anxious. If I don’t study, I am worried.” Chinese un-

dergraduate student, 2014.
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stress with the ESSA. Figure 1 shows a strong relationship 

between academic stress and the experience of nil, one, 

two, three or four forms of bullying. Clearly, students with 

the most extensive bullying victimisation were also under 

heavy academic stress. 

These findings are consistent with insights from Shang-

hai.424 Bullying and disharmony with peers are key features 

of the pervasive sense of burden and study-related anxi-

ety throughout the school system and particularly during 

the key transition years where examinations are pivotal for 

Figure 1. 

Correlation between academic stress and exposure to multiple-forms of bullying in Viet Nam (1,609 high 

school students in 3 provinces)422 
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The data in Figure 1 are from a cross-sectional survey, so 

we do not know which factor may precede the other. It 

is possible that high academic stress makes students vul-

nerable to victimisation, or that victimised children conse-

quently feel stressed by study.

Some light is cast on this by our research in Shandong 

province, China.423 We asked high school students many 

questions about possible determinants of academic 

stress, including individual demographics, family factors 

(perceived parental care and protection, con" ict with 

parents, parental punishment) and school factors (such 

as school connectedness, number of homework hours, 

extra classes, quarrels with teachers or peers, fighting, 

and experience of physical and emotional bullying victimi-

sation). When all factors were considered together in a 

multivariate analysis, studying long hours was not signifi-

cantly linked with educational stress. The three strongest 

correlates of academic stress were living in a rural loca-

tion, having feelings of low school connectedness and re-

porting low grades. The next most in" uential cluster was 

peer-related, including emotional and physical bullying 

and frequent quarrels with classmates. 

a young person’s future and, to some extent, the social 

esteem and future wellbeing of their parents. The eco-

nomic and family context is important. Although it may 

be expected that children in high pressure urban environ-

ments would have heaviest academic stress, in Shandong 

province we found that students in rural schools had sig-

nificantly more academic stress. In part this may be due 

to the lower quality of many rural schools, making it more 

difficult to succeed in national exams, coupled with the 

heavy expectation on many rural students to use their 

education to move to the cities for a more af" uent life for 

themselves and their families.

How stable or fluid is bullying involvement for 
children in East Asian schools?

Most international and Asian research to date has exam-

ined bullying using cross-sectional designs. There is lim-

ited evidence regarding ways in which individual, family 

and school factors affect change in bullying victimisation 

and perpetration over time. 
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Some research in western nations has captured the dy-

namic pattern of bullying involvement.425 An important 

question is whether there are stable sub-types. Over time, 

do children usually stay within a sub-type of “bully”, “vic-

tim” or “bully-victim”? What kinds of children remain un-

involved? Evidence on this issue should have important 

implications for prevention programs, because if stable 

sub-types of children are found, then support and pre-

vention efforts might be targeted most effectively to indi-

viduals and small groups. On the other hand, if children’s 

membership of sub-types is " uid over time, then preven-

tion is best done at the whole group level.

Two studies in the USA suggest somewhat different pat-

terns, but both recommend targeted prevention programs 

depending on the ’class’ of bullying involvement. Betten-

court and colleagues426 found that across two years of 

middle school, children tended to remain in stable sub-

types of aggressor, victim, both aggressor and victim, or 

uninvolved. In a study by Ryoo et al427 that tracked children 

over three years, most remained in stable sub-types (with 

those uninvolved being the largest group). However, they 

found considerable change in group membership among 

those with the most frequent, intense involvement as ei-

ther victims or bullies.

To date there has been only one study on stability of tra-

ditional bullying over time in Asia.428 Students in Seoul, 

Republic of Korea, were surveyed twice over nine months. 

Overall, bullying involvement was found to be quite stable, 

with 75% of students remaining either uninvolved (about 

half of the sample) or stable bullies, victims or both (25%). 

In Viet Nam, our longitudinal study429 was conducted in 

two northern provinces during the 2014-2015 academic 

years. Surveys were conducted at public middle schools 

(grades 6–8) and high schools (grades 10–11) in urban 

Hanoi city and semi-rural Hai Duong province, six months 

apart. We used an anonymous identity number matching 

technique employed in an earlier study of youth violence 

victimisation in Malaysia to reliably match individuals 

across surveys.430 

Key findings are shown in Box 1. This first longitudinal 

study of bullying in South-east Asia estimated stability 

and change in bullying roles. Consistent with most inter-

national research,431 traditional bullying victimisation and 

perpetration were more common than cyberbullying and 

cyber victimisation. This is unlikely to be due to limited on-

line activity because over 90% of students reported using 

mobile phones and other devices that connect to the In-

ternet for at least one hour daily online. A notable feature 

in the self-reports is the very substantial overlap between 

traditional and cyberbullying. About 90% of students 

who reported cyberbullying or perpetration also reported 

traditional bullying involvement. This is consistent with 

prior studies in the USA, Norway and elsewhere432 and 

supports the view that cyberbullying is just another way 

by which adolescents are aggressive towards their peers. 

Perhaps the most important insight from this study is that, 

over time, the majority of children who had bullying expe-

rience changed their bullying status. Among the 61% of 

students who reported any victimisation, perpetration or 

both, nearly three in every four had a different classifica-

Box 1: Change over one school year in Viet Nam 2014-2015: Traditional and cyberbullying 

victimisation & perpetration (N=1,424 students in middle and high schools

Bullying victimisation prevalence (any acts): 45% (Time 

1) and 33% (Time 2)

      
Cyberbullying victimisation:12% and 9%

 The overlap: 90% and 92% of students experienc-

ing cyber victimisation also had been bullied in at 

least one traditional way.

Bullying perpetration prevalence (any acts): 29% 

(Time 1) and 20% (Time 2)

      
Cyberbullying perpetration: 6% and 5%

 The overlap: 86% and 91% of students who perpe-

trated cyberbullying also bullied others in at least 

one traditional way.

Stability and change in bullying over time

        
over an academic year.  Six in ten students were 

involved in at least one form of bulling (61%). 

Among them, 26% remained stable as a victim, 

bully, or bully-victim.

 74% changed their bullying role status over an 

academic year.
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tion across the two surveys. Change in the bullying role 

was the most stable characteristic. Of the 1,424 students 

in the sample, 635 changed their “type” over time; the 

second largest group was the 554 students who reported 

no involvement at either survey. The smallest groups were 

those children who were classified as bully-victims, victims 

or bullies at both times. These findings suggest greater 

" uidity in bullying involvement than has been found in 

the study in the Republic of Korea433 and the USA.434 Al-

though much more research is needed to examine change 

in bullying experience in East Asia and globally, the find-

ings in Viet Nam might re" ect a sociocultural difference.

Conclusions 

In general, the evidence from East Asia shows the univer-

sality of bullying experience. The growing number of local 

and regional surveys find that the types of aggressive acts 

in East Asia are much the same as elsewhere, although 

there are some indications that children in collectivist 

Asian countries may be more likely to use organised social 

exclusion to harm their peers. Unfortunately, the accu-

mulating estimates of prevalence tend to vary too widely. 

Much more social science work is needed to standardise 

measures and survey methods to try to narrow the rang-

es; otherwise, it is difficult to advocate with education 

and health policy makers who may question the quality 

of evidence on the extent of bullying. Most importantly, 

this work should clearly demonstrate that the measures 

of bullying are valid and sensitive enough to detect real 

change in response to system-wide prevention efforts. 

The dominance of traditional bullying victimisation and 

perpetration suggests that special programmes for cy-

berbullying among school students in East Asia should 

not be the primary focus for behaviour change. Also, the 

evidence so far is not clear about whether East Asian stu-

dents should be classified into types of bullies or victims 

because the behaviours may be inherently " uid. If so, it 

would be best to focus on whole-of-school bullying pre-

vention efforts that aim to enhance mutual respect and 

to improve interpersonal skills for con" ict resolution for all 

students, with supplementary targeted psychological and 

behavioural interventions for the minority of children who 

are persistently and severely affected.

Bullying in East Asian schools is but one stressful element 

within a climate of heavy educational pressure and in-

cessant competition. Systemic change is needed to find 

alternatives to fiercely difficult national examinations, in-

cluding expanding parallel training pathways for aspira-

tional students and their families.435 Excessive reliance on 

the shadow education industry of cram classes and pri-

vate tutors must be reduced to enable young people time 

to develop and enjoy their learning and social relation-

ships. Such change is complex but essential for children to 

achieve their right to play.
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17. Bullying in the Arab region: a journey from research to policy

Maha Almuneef

ways in which aggressive behaviour can continue from 

childhood to adolescence and then on to adulthood, cre-

ating a pattern of violent behaviour throughout a per-

son’s life. 

Several studies from North America have shown that 

childhood aggression such as bullying can be a predic-

tor of crimes and violence in adulthood.436 A significant 

proportion of young people arrested for offences and 

violent behaviour were arrested also as adults for crimi-

nal offences. A study on childhood delinquency in Cam-

bridge, England, found that one third of young males 

who had committed offences before the age of 18 were 

convicted again as adults (aged 21-40) compared only to 

8% of those not convicted for violence during adolescent 

years.437 With the increase in adult violence and armed 

con" ict in the Arab region, more attention needs to be 

paid to child and adolescent aggression in order to pre-

vent its development into adult aggression. 

The Extent of Bullying

The problem of bullying among adolescents in the region 

cannot be viewed in isolation from other parts of the 

world. There is a wide variation in the prevalence rates 

of bullying between individual countries, but rates in the 

Arab region are among the highest. 

Fleming and Jacobson’s 2009 study confirms these find-

ings.438 The study was carried out in 19 countries with 

a sample size of 104,614 and the results showed a 20-

40% incidence of bullying among students. Out of the 

19 countries included, five were from the Middle East 

and North Africa region: Jordan, Lebanon, United Arab 

Emirates, Morocco and Oman. These countries had a rate 

of bullying of 29-44%, which is on the higher side of 

the overall rate of the 19 countries. To be specific, Jordan 

had a rate of 44%, followed by Oman at 38.8%, Leba-

non 33.6%, Morocco 31.9% and United Arab Emirates 

29.9%. According to the results from this study, Jordan 

Introduction

The definition of bullying in the West can be phrased in 

many different ways. However, there is one unanimous 

term, bullying, that defines the repeated act of aggres-

sive behaviour among school children. In the Middle East 

and North Africa region, however, there is no single word 

for bullying in the Arabic language. Each country in this 

region, despite having Arabic as the native language, has 

its own terminology for bullying. Searching for and col-

lecting data on bullying, specifically among other forms 

of peer violence, is therefore challenging. Bullying can be 

translated to “tanamor,” which literally means acting like 

a tiger. Another word used is “Al esti’sad” which means 

acting like a lion. “Al estqwa’a” means being strong and/

or powerful. “Baltaja” is another word used by Egyptian 

researchers for bullying that originates from “Balta”, a 

specific type of weapon in the old Egyptian dialect. So 

essentially “baltaja” translates as a person carrying a 

weapon. 

There are 22 Member States in the Arab League, and 

while some countries do overlap in their dialect, others 

are quite different. This poses a huge difficulty for re-

searchers collecting information on bullying in the Middle 

East as there is no single agreed term, and the word for 

bullying in a specific dialect in one country that is used to 

collect information may not correspond to that used in 

other countries. 

The term bullying is relatively new to the Arab region, with 

published studies on this phenomenon dating back only 

to 2008. It is safe to say this topic is under-researched, 

but it has recently received greater attention. This could 

be due to the work done by researchers in the region that 

has demonstrated how widespread bullying is and how 

serious and long-lasting its physical and mental repercus-

sions are for young people. More importantly, research 

has shown a link between bullying and criminal activity in 

adulthood against the community and violence towards 

the self (suicide). Longitudinal studies have examined the 
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has the highest rate of bullying amongst the five countries 

included in the study. 

Further research into the prevalence of bullying in Jor-

dan has yielded similar results. A study carried out by 

Abu Ghazal in 2009 with 1480 students in Jordan, found 

14.9% prevalence of bullying among students in interme-

diate and high school (grades 7-10).439 He later repeated 

the study in 2010 and found the rate of bullying to have 

tripled over one year. Another study in Jordan also meas-

uring the prevalence of bullying is that by Al Bitar et al. 

in 2013 with 920 students in the grade 6. Their results 

showed an even higher prevalence rate at 47%.440

Shifting to Saudi Arabia, the first study was carried out 

by Al Bugami in 2009 on an all-girls school in Riyadh: 

the sample size was 369 and the prevalence of bullying 

was 56%.441 Another major survey named “Jeeluna” 

was carried out by AlBuhairan et al. to assess the overall 

health of adolescents in Saudi Arabia. This was a cross 

sectional school-based national epidemiological observa-

tional study that was conducted nationwide in 2011- 2012 

among adolescents from intermediate and secondary 

school. Over 12,500 pupils participated in this study and 

the results showed that 25% of the students were ex-

posed to bullying during the 30 days preceding the study 

and that exposure to cyberbullying was 16.6%.442 

Another source of valuable data on bullying in the Arab 

region has come from The International Society for Pre-

vention of Child Abuse and Neglect’s (ISPCAN) Child 

Abuse Screening Tool for Children, the home version 

(ICAST-CH), which was carried out in Saudi Arabia in 

2013 with 15,264 high school students. The study was 

undertaken in five regions of the Kingdom: Riyadh, Ta-

bouk, Jazan, Western Province, and Eastern Province. The 

rate of bullying was found to be 47.9% in the final year of 

the study. This result was the same as that from the pilot 

study, which took place in 2012 on a smaller sample in Al 

Kharj city close to Riyadh. In this study 2,835 intermediate 

and high school students were included and the preva-

lence of bullying was 41.7%.443 

In the same year Almuneef et al. conducted the Adverse 

Childhood Experience (ACE) study using the International 

Questionnaire (ACE-IQ) of the World Health Organization 

(WHO) on all 13 regions of the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-

bia.444 The sample was 10,156 and bullying was one of 

the 13 ACE’s examined under four main domains which 

included abuse, family dysfunction, community violence 

and collective violence. This study found that the rate of 

lifetime exposure to bullying in the first 18 years of life 

was 14% overall, a result which was very similar to those 

of the pilot study which was done in the city of Riyadh in 

2012 with 920 participants: this had a rate of 11%. 

In 2008, Al Gahtani conducted a study in Riyadh with 

1877 students and found a prevalence of 31% of pupils 

exposed to violence in the previous month.445 

Based on these studies from different countries in the re-

gion, there are clearly varying results on the prevalence 

rate of bullying. However, it is evident that bullying is a 

common problem among young people in the region and 

it is estimated that one in three children could be a victim 

of bullying. Further research should focus on bullying as a 

distinct and separate phenomenon to school violence or 

aggression in general in order to get a clearer picture of 

the extent of the problem. Understanding the problem 

and studying the conditions that lead to bullying during 

young people’s formative years is an important factor in 

formulating sound policies for prevention and interven-

tion.

Gender differences and types of bullying 

In considering the gender differences in bullying Al Bi-

tar of Jordan carried out some interesting research. He 

found that boys tended to be bullied more than girls, 

55% against 40% respectively.446 The ACE-IQ study con-

ducted in Saudi Arabia likewise found that boys were bul-

lied more than girls: 64% compared to 35%. However, 

IPSCAN’s ICAST-CH study in Saudi Arabia found that 

girls tended to be victims more than boys. Girls reported 

more psychological and verbal bullying while boys tend to 

be engaged more in physical bullying. Similarly, another 

study carried out by AlQadah and Bashir in 2013 in Jordan 

showed that girls were bullied more than boys.447 This 

was attributed to the difference between the genders 

in exploring their identities. According to their research, 

boys tend to use more logical belief systems and leader-

ship models whereas girls tend to use con" ict and abusing 

other peers as a way to establish their identity or sense of 

self-worth. Interestingly, AlQadah and Bashir also found 

that bullying tended to be more common in same sex 

schools than co-educational schools. The explanation for 

this was that the adolescents in co-educational schools 

were more focused on their appearance and behaviour 

in front of the opposite sex (attraction), whereas in same 

sex schools, students felt less obliged to care about their 
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appearance. Cultural factors can also in" uence the ex-

tent and type of bullying in a society, for instance, when 

bullying is endorsed as a normal method of expressing 

strength and power this encourages boys to adopt the 

behaviour and take part in physical bullying. On the other 

hand, the increasing gender gap based on cultural values 

and norms appears to be linked with gender separation in 

many cultures: this appears to encourage bullying among 

girls especially bullying that is verbal or psychological.

From the available data it appears that the most common 

type of bullying in Arab countries is verbal, psychologi-

cal, and name-calling. Al Bitar found the percentage of 

students in grade 6 subjected to name-calling was the 

highest at a rate of 40.9%.448 The ICAST-CH study con-

ducted in Saudi Arabia found that verbal bullying was also 

the most common form of bullying and practiced more 

by girls. The ACE –IQ study in Saudi Arabia in 2013 found 

that physical bullying rated highest at 21.9% followed by 

students being left out of activities or ignored at 17.5% 

and then verbal and name-calling at 15.3%. “Jeeluna” 

found that the prevalence of exposure to physical violence 

in school was also the highest at 20.8%. 

A smaller study by Al Bugami in 2009 in an all-girls 

school found that the highest form of bullying was ver-

bal at 73%.449 This was followed by “Ijaab”, a term in 

Arabic which translates to liking/admiring/having a crush, 

at 65%. This type of bullying occurs when one girl likes 

another and tries to befriend her but is met with rejec-

tion and then is bullied by the girl who she tried to be-

friend. Physical bullying was the next most prevalent in 

this study with 47.4%, raiding and stealing personal be-

longings occurred at a rate of 19% and sexual harassment 

was reported at 16.5%. This data suggests that society is 

in" uencing the type of bullying practiced. It is therefore 

important that society should be engaged in designing 

national programmes to prevent it. It is clearly important 

to address the problem not only from the individual, fam-

ily and community aspect, but also at the societal level. 

Changing social and cultural norms is essential to combat 

bullying in the Arab region. Such an approach seeks to 

remove the economic and social barriers to young peo-

ple’s development, and to modify the cultural norms and 

values that stimulate violence in general and bullying in 

particular. Further studies are needed to study cyberbully-

ing as an emerging form of bullying also particularly with 

the increase in use by young people of the internet and 

social media channels. 

Overall, individual studies from the Arab region provide 

contradicting results on the prevalence of bullying and the 

in" uence of gender differences. This variability in research 

findings could be the result of methodological and other 

differences across individual studies. There is an urgent 

need for a synthesis of all available literature on this topic 

from the region in order to understand more clearly the 

phenomenon of bullying and cyberbullying among young 

people and children in the Arab region. 

Characteristics of children who are bullied

The results from a number of studies in the Arab world 

have found that the majority of children and young peo-

ple experienced bullying because of their dental or facial 

appearance (50%) followed by teasing about their weight 

and body appearance at 31%. Al Bitar’s study found that 

teeth played the most significant role in being bullied, 

particularly if the teeth were protruding, spaced out or 

were missing.450 The next most prevalent focus for bully-

ing was body appearance and weight, followed by height 

and facial characteristics such as freckles, shape of eyes, 

chin, ears and lips. Al Bugami added to this list skin colour, 

where dark skin was a focus for bullying as were minority 

dialects, speech problems and perceived intellectual dis-

abilities or skin problems.451

A number of studies in Western countries reviewed for 

this article have shown that gifted children tend to be tar-

gets for bullies. Peterson and Ray’s study in 2006 showed 

that out of the 432 gifted children from 16 schools in the 

USA (48% boys and 52% girls) 67% were bullied.452 The 

highest prevalence of bullying was in grade 6 after which 

it declined. For this specific group of students, the most 

common form of bullying was verbal and name-calling at 

35% followed by teasing over appearance, level of intel-

ligence, and finally physical bullying. Furthermore, Peter-

son and Ray’s study showed that gifted students bullied 

in elementary school tended to become bullies in grade 

9. None of the studies conducted in the Arab region have 

focused specifically on gifted children, as it is not a term 

recognized or used; it would be important therefore to 

add this category for future study. However, although not 

identified as a “gifted” category, Al Bitar’s study found 

that 35% of the bullied children stated high grades as a 

reason for being bullied.453 

Abu Ghazal’s study focused on the “social status” of bul-

lied children at school and found that most of these were 

signalled out for being a “teacher’s pet” or being related 



142 Ending the Torment: Tackling Bullying from the Schoolyard to Cyberspace

to a teacher or faculty member.454 Another common fea-

ture of bullied children was being rich or important. If the 

student did not have many friends, he/she also became 

a target for bullies, as was anyone perceived to be a tat-

tletale or snitch. 

Risk Factors for bullying

Individual factors

At an individual level, factors that affect the potential for 

practicing bullying include biological, psychological and 

behavioural factors. These factors can include in" uenc-

es from the individual’s family and peers, or social and 

cultural factors. Al Adili’s study with 180 students from 

grade 10 from four different schools found that the char-

acteristics of the age group itself play a major role in bul-

lying behaviour.455 His study found that there tends to be 

competition amongst peers and teenagers: they can suf-

fer from jealousy, a lack of sleep and a need to be the 

centre of attention; some of these characteristics manifest 

themselves in anger and stubbornness. Anger is some-

times felt to be the only way to express emotions in the 

struggle to establish identity in what is considered to be a 

confusing time in the transition from child to adult. At this 

age, anger stems from being scolded, belittled or humili-

ated and teased by family members or teachers. 

While many of these studies offer interesting insights into 

some of the issues around bullying in the Arab region, 

studies on the personality traits of children involved in dif-

ferent bullying roles as bullies, victims, bully-victims and 

defenders, are still scarce in the region. These are needed 

to contribute to a deeper picture of the problem. 

Family factors

International studies have shown that bullying has been 

linked to parental con" ict and poor attachment and com-

munication between children and parents.456 Other fac-

tors that contribute to bullying include having a large 

number of children in the family, young mothers with low 

educational attainment, single parent households, and 

low socio-economic status. This finding is supported by a 

study carried out by AlNayrab in Ghaza in 2008 in an all-

boys school with a sample size of 480.457 This study found 

that one of the main factors that had a direct effect on 

bullying was the number of children in a family (families 

with more than 10 offspring). According to the research, 

this could be attributed to high levels of tension and con-

" ict in these homes. The parent’s level of education was 

another strong risk factor. His research found in particular 

that the mother’s low education level had a negative ef-

fect on the children, leading them to practice bullying in 

schools. In comparison, he found that the father’s level of 

education did not have an impact on bullying. This was 

attributed to the fact that the mother is considered the 

most in" uential in child rearing. Another factor contribut-

ing to bullying is the position of the child in the family. 

AlNayrab’s research found that the fourth- to seventh- 

placed children tended to be bullies more than their other 

siblings. This was attributed to the fact that middle chil-

dren do not have the attention and care of the first or 

last. The type of family also had a big impact on bullying 

depending on whether it was nuclear or extended. The 

research found that children from extended families have 

a higher chance of becoming bullies than children from 

nuclear families and this is attributed to the high number 

of arguments and con" icts between parents, grandpar-

ents and children and the great number of family mem-

bers living under one roof. 

Another risk factor that affects bullying is the parenting 

style. According to a study carried out by Al Sofi and Al 

Malki in 2012 in Iraq, factors such as neglect, leniency, 

inconsistency and being overly-strict increase the rates of 

bullying in children.458 The results showed that neglect 

and domestic violence both led to children becoming 

bullies as such parenting appears to provoke a sense of 

anger or aggression or poor discipline in the children. In 

addition, the research indicated that bullying is also con-

nected to inconsistent parenting where being strict and 

being lenient are used interchangeably or the parents do 

not agree on a parenting style. 

School environment factors

AlQadah and Bashir found the school environment played 

a vital role in the prevalence of bullying. This included 

a lack of rules and regulations and little involvement of 

teachers or supervisors in punishing bullies or acknowl-

edging the act as being in appropriate and undesirable.459 

The study found that schools that do not address the 

psychological and social needs of students sustain higher 

rates of bullying. Al Bugami adds to this that teachers who 

use corporal punishment in disciplining students increase 
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a sense of anxiety and belittlement amongst students 

which in turn encourages them to take out their anger by 

bullying other students. 

AlQadah and Bashir’s study found that the geographic lo-

cation of the school also played a role; schools located in 

poorer areas showed increased levels of bullying in com-

parison to schools located in high income areas. 

Media factors

Young people’s access to a wide range of media has in-

creased dramatically in recent years. New forms of media 

such as videogames and smartphones and the prolifera-

tion of social media channels have multiplied the oppor-

tunities for young people to view violent behaviour and 

to be in" uenced by people in this virtual space. It also of-

fers another channel for bullying. Despite its importance, 

there are very few studies in the Arab world that have 

considered or analyzed the impact of viewing violence in 

the media on rates of bullying. Al Nayrab’s study did find 

that the media played an important role in teaching chil-

dren about violence particularly through violent scenes in 

shows and movies.460

Consequences of Bullying

Fleming and Jacobson’s study found that 25% of bullied 

students said they felt lonely and thought of suicide.461 

Smoking was found to be higher in bullied children than 

non-bullied children and the same results were seen for 

alcohol and drug use as well as early sexual relationships. 

Similarly, results from the ACE –IQ study among adults in 

Saudi Arabia, comparing the bullied with the non-bullied, 

showed a positive correlation between being bullied and 

risky health behaviours such as alcohol drinking ( 17% vs 

7%), using drugs (18.7% vs 6.4%) and smoking (54.3% 

vs 35.5%). The results also showed a positive correlation 

between being bullied and long term physical chronic dis-

eases in adulthood such as diabetes (OR-1.6) and hyper-

tension (OR-1.8). Mental illness was also associated with 

bullying where the risk of anxiety and depression in adult-

hood increased twofold (OR-1.9 and 1.7 respectively).

Al Bitar’s study found that being bullied had a negative 

effect on grades by 40%. In Ismail’s study carried out in 

2010 in Qina in Egypt on a sample size of 48 students 

from 9-12 years of age, she found that bullied children 

suffered from high levels of anxiety as a consequence of 

bullying in addition to preferring solitude over being with 

peers.462 The study also found that bullied children tended 

to be challenged in forming social relationships and inter-

acting with peers. AlBuhairan et al. also found that bul-

lying negatively affected the academic performance and 

mental health of the bullied children and the effect was 

more prominent with verbal/psychological bullying com-

pared to physical violence.463 

Conclusion 

Although bullying has started to be recognized only re-

cently as a problem in the Middle East and North Africa 

region, we have seen progress in terms of research and 

policy making. As we have shown, research in developed 

countries shows little difference in terms of risk factors 

and consequences to our region, but it is worth noting 

that the Arab region ranks higher in terms of prevalence. 

As a result, research, policy development and legislation 

about bullying should be a political priority in all Arab 

countries. Many researchers from different fields are stud-

ying the phenomenon of bullying and comparing it to the 

available international studies in order to develop national 

policies based on local findings. All Arab countries have 

signed and ratified the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child and thus should be able to pass legislation and im-

plement local policies effectively. Finally an emphasis on 

prevention should be a priority including a focus on in-

creasing awareness of the issue, involving parents, and 

empowering teachers to take a stand against bullying. 
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18. Lithuanian anti-bullying campaign and child helplines

Robertas Povilaitis and Child Helpline International

Prevalence of bullying in Lithuania 

According to the Health Behaviour in School-aged Chil-

dren Study (HBSC) the prevalence of bullying in Lithuania 

is one of the highest among all countries taking part in 

the study.

The survey468 reveals that 31.6% of boys and 26.3% of 

girls were bullied while 16% of girls and 30% of boys 

were bullying others (see Tables 1 and 2). 

“Child Line” Campaign: “WITHOUT BULLYING”

“Child Line” initiated an anti-bullying campaign in 2004 

in an attempt to address some of the challenges facing 

Lithuania. The campaign aims to create a safer environ-

ment in schools and kindergartens; it also aims to ensure 

the active participation of all members of society who 

are dealing with this issue. The campaign has focused on 

raising societal awareness of bullying and it has also con-

tributed to the introduction of methods for prevention. 

Campaign activities have been implemented at various 

levels (societal, school, individual) in order to effectively 

reach the audience and to encourage changes in society. 

In 2004, “Child Line” produced a public letter that was 

signed by NGOs and other organisations involved in chil-

dren’s issues. This was sent to the Lithuanian President 

and the Government of Lithuania with the aim of draw-

ing attention to the problem of bullying among children. 

This and other activities initiated by “Child Line” have in-

creased awareness of the problem of bullying in the me-

dia and among policy makers and the wider society. 

The year 2007 finally marked a turning point in the pre-

vention of bullying in Lithuania. The issue was addressed 

in the special international meeting in the Parliament of 

Lithuania in January, and by the President’s Office in April. 

The Prime Minister of Lithuania formed a task force to 

prepare an action plan for the prevention of school vio-

Introduction

This article uses the examples of case studies to highlight 

effective interventions against bullying and cyberbullying. 

It consists of two parts: the first, by Robertas Povilaitis, 

shares the details, and reviews the efforts, of the Lithu-

anian NGO “Child Line” in its work to combat bullying 

against children since 1997. The second part, by Child 

Helpline International, considers the nature and value of 

the services provided by child helplines in many countries 

around the world and the efforts of Child Helpline Inter-

national to coordinate and share the invaluable data col-

lected from such organisations.

Lithuanian NGO “Child Line”

The Lithuanian NGO “Child Line” established in 1997 pro-

vides free and anonymous help for children and teenag-

ers. The “Child Line” mission is to provide help to children 

and teenagers by phone and on-line by accepting them 

the way they are, and helping them to look for the an-

swers to the questions that worry them. It also aims to 

encourage children and teenagers to help themselves and 

their peers and to raise awareness among adults about 

their problems and the ways in which adults might help. 

Bullying is one of the main themes that comes up in the 

conversations.

“Child Line” is a member of the Lithuanian Association 

for Emotional Support Services, Child Helpline Interna-

tional464 and a founding member of the European Anti-

bullying Network465 that unites 20 organizations from 15 

European countries. “Child Line” is also a member of the 

Safer Internet consortium in Lithuania466 and is associated 

with INSAFE network.467
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Table 2. 

Prevalence of children bullying others. Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Study, 2013/2014470

Table 1. 

Prevalence of children being bullied. Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Study, 2013/2014469 
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lence in May. Results show that there was a peak in the 

increased awareness of the issue of bullying at the time 

of the international conference “Modern Approaches in 

Prevention of Violence and Bullying in Schools” that took 

place in Vilnius in 2007.471

The Prime Minister’s task force drew up the National Pro-

gramme for the Prevention of Violence against Children 

and Provision of Assistance to Children to cover the years 

2008-2010. It was an extensive plan that included various 

measures against bullying, including a proposal to imple-

ment bullying prevention programmes in schools.

In March 2010, the Memorandum on Childhood With-

out Bullying472 was initiated by the President of Lithuania, 

Dalia Grybauskaitè. This Memorandum was signed by 

ministers, leaders of various state institutions and rep-

resentatives of NGOs. It was signed on the first day of 

the “Action week Without Bullying” in 2010 initiated by 

“Child Line”.

More recent actions to combat bullying have also been 

undertaken. The President of Lithuania in 2016 initiated 

the campaign “For a Safe Lithuania”.473 This campaign 

aims to stop bullying and violence, to diminish substance 

abuse and other addictions, and to tackle issues such as 

social exclusion. “Child Line” contributed to this campaign 

also by providing recommendations for working with chil-

dren involved in bullying.474

In March 2016, the Parliament of the Republic of Lithu-

ania took action also and passed a resolution assuring 

students’ rights to a safe environment in all educational 

institutions.475 This resolution requires all schools in Lithu-

ania to implement violence and bullying prevention pro-

grammes. 

“Child Line” has also been involved in providing advice to 

the President’s Office on the draft law it presented to the 

Parliament. “Child Line” took part in the consultation pro-

cess for the amendment of the Education Law, which was 

initiated by the President. The amendment of the law was 

registered in May 2016.476 This amendment states that a 

unified system of fighting bullying should be established 

in all Lithuanian schools for both general and vocational 

education. 

Raising societal awareness on bullying

The internet is one of the most efficient methods of pub-

lishing the latest information on bullying and sharing 

research data. In order to take advantage of the oppor-

tunities presented by the internet, “Child Line” has cre-

ated a web site for its campaign “Without bullying”.477 

The information shared on the site is targeted to different 

groups: children, parents and caregivers, school educa-

tors and staff, and all others who are seeking to obtain 

more information on the bullying phenomenon. All infor-

mation on the web site is publicly available, including to 

download and share. On this site, “Child Line” has also 

involved celebrities who share their own experiences of 

bullying, and who go on to encourage children to seek 

help if they too are being bullied.478 A Facebook profile 

“Without Bullying”479 has also been created to promote 

anti-bullying activities on social networks. This is also seen 

as a useful platform to widely share information about 

bullying and ways to manage it.

Another campaign launched on the internet by “Child 

Line” is the “Museum of Bullying”.480 This virtual “Mu-

seum of Bullying” is a website, where visitors are welcome 

to inspect the exhibits used in one way or another in bul-

lying situations faced every day by Lithuanian children and 

teenagers. Visitors can see the broken doll, the school bag 

full of rubbish, the torn child’s painting, a mobile phone 

with hurtful messages, and a video with bullying scenes 

shown on a computer screen. All of these presentations 

look real and the visitors to the site are then encouraged 

to contribute to suggesting ways to prevent such bullying. 

Recommendations on how to provide support to a child 

who is being bullied, or how to respond to bullying, are 

described on the website as well. 

“Child Line” is also involved in measuring and monitor-

ing societal attitudes towards bullying. A public opinion 

survey conducted in 2016 revealed that 76% of respond-

ents now thought that bullying in schools is an important 

issue. Since the beginning of the anti-bullying campaign, 

“Child Line” has sent a clear message that bullying is not 

a natural stage of child’s development and should be ac-

tively addressed, and this message is apparently being un-

derstood more widely in society. 
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As part of its ongoing work, “Child Line” has organised 

several international and national conferences that have 

brought together policy makers, researchers, profession-

als, pupils, and representatives of schools, NGOs and state 

institutions in order to share experiences on preventive 

activities against bullying. 

“Child Line” also continuously provides information about 

the campaign to the mass media by providing press re-

leases on bullying prevention activities, details of the 

latest national and international studies, and on policy 

developments. The media have drawn on the expertise of 

specialists associated with “Child Line” for interviews and 

comments on the issue of bullying. 

Action Week Without Bullying campaign 

Since 2010, “Child Line” has organised the “Action Week 

WITHOUT BULLYING” campaign481 with the aim of chang-

ing the attitudes in society towards bullying. More than a 

thousand educational institutions (schools, kindergartens, 

NGOs) usually take part in this anti-bullying week every 

year by organizing various activities for their communities.

Support to schools

“Child Line” has produced a number of books and other 

information material on the prevention of bullying and cy-

berbullying. The publications are developed for schools, 

parents and children. Also, a questionnaire for the meas-

urement of the prevalence of bullying in the school is 

available for their use. The organisation has also produced 

various short films that can be viewed on the Internet 

and used as educational tools. These include a short film 

about cyberbullying and an educational video “Be safe on 

the internet”.482

Support to parents and guardians 

“Child Line” has developed various recommendations to 

parents and guardians that are available in the form of 

books,483 brochures and information on the website. Par-

ents have an important role in the prevention of bullying 

and in intervening in bullying situations. It is therefore im-

perative that they should be involved in the process and 

offered advice and information.

Such information is also available through several social 

advertisements on bullying produced by “Child Line”. The 

advertisement “Beware of the smart phone in your child’s 

hands”484 urges parents to be more attentive to their chil-

dren’s behaviour online using smart phones. Lithuanian 

National Television has widely broadcast this advertise-

ment. 

Support to children

“Child Line” offers individual support to children and 

teenagers by phone and on-line in a tremendously impor-

tant part of its campaign. By providing help to children 

on the European helpline number 116111, “Child Line” 

cooperates with the professionals of the National Chil-

dren’s Rights Protection and Adoption Institution, which 

provides access to emotional support and to social and 

legal counselling services. “Child Line” answered nearly 

140,000 calls from children in 2015. Emotional support for 

children is provided by almost 200 counsellors. The most 

frequently mentioned issues by the children are problems 

and worries about relationships with parents and peers 

and experiences of bullying and abuse. The bullying is the 

most frequently mentioned issue in children and adoles-

cents’ talks with “Child Line’s” counsellors.

Child Helpline International – Work and Data 

by Child Helpline International

Child Helpline International is the global network of child 

helplines, working to protect children’s rights throughout 

142 countries. It has 183 members worldwide. Child hel-

The map of Lithuania with schools registered for 

“Action Week Without Bullying 2016”
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plines are safe, confidential and accessible for children. 

The counsellors are often children’s first point of contact 

with child protection services and children themselves are 

able to approach them voluntarily. 

Child Helpline International annually collects data on the 

contacts with children established by its network of child 

helplines. It uses this data to advocate for better child 

protection services and to highlight gaps in existing child 

protection services. In 2014, Child Helpline International 

collected data on bullying and cyberbullying from 96 child 

helplines as part of a report on Violence Against Children. 

This data illustrates the incidence of violence, gives infor-

mation about the experiences of children themselves and 

provides invaluable information through its insights and 

testimonies for policy makers and practitioners working 

with children. 

Child helplines play an important role in protecting chil-

dren from abuse and violence. For many children, child 

helplines are the first point of contact with any kind of 

protection, and they serve as critical gateways to further 

help and support. All child helplines provide active lis-

tening, counselling and referral services to children who 

suffer abuse. In countries with low and medium Human 

Development Index (HDI) levels, where resources are of-

ten scarce and as a consequence child-protection systems 

are more porous, many child helplines also have to pro-

vide additional services, such as direct intervention, shel-

ter, education, and legal services. 

In 2014, 732,768 violence-related contacts were made by 

children to these helplines: 26% of these contacts con-

cerned bullying, and 4% cyberbullying. 

Child Helpline International’s contacts on bullying 
and cyberbullying

Peer violence (bullying and cyberbullying) and physical 

abuse form the largest concerns for children and young 

people. Most of the violence-related contacts made to 

child helplines were about these two topics. Bullying is 

a common behaviour in schools and among peers across 

the world. It is also one of the greatest worries for chil-

dren attending school. Child helplines worldwide receive 

a large number of contacts regarding bullying. In 2014 

alone, counsellors at child helpline call centres worldwide 

received 190,521 cases about bullying. Most contacts 

about bullying concern emotional bullying, followed by 

physical bullying (see figure 3). 

More girls than boys contact child helplines regarding 

bullying (see figure 4). In the experience of child helpline 

counsellors, the type of bullying for which girls and boys 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2.  

Children affected by bullying (2014 CHI data N=190,521)

Figure 3.  

Shares of contact by types of bullying (N=29,084 excluding “unspecified and other”)
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contact child helplines also differs. Girls seem to be more 

affected by embarrassing stories spread by peers — often 

amplified by the use of social media   while boys more 

often report being subjected to physical bullying and ex-

tortion.

Globally, Child Helpline International 2014’s data show 

27,847 cases of cyberbullying. Cyberbullying is a form of 

abuse that occurs through the Internet and social media. 

Cyberbullying can occur in isolation, but it also often oc-

curs as an extension of face-to-face bullying. Cyberbully-

ing can cause even more harm to young people because 

of its near-indelible nature: it is difficult to remove content 

from the Internet; and the insults, comments or images 

can be preserved by others and used to in" ict further 

harm with each posting, reading or viewing. Furthermore, 

the audience on social media is larger, and many social 

media platforms allow the possibility of co-ordinated 

‘campaigns’ against the victim. Lastly, the speed at which 

messages reach an audience is near-instantaneous and 

the spread of information uncontrollable.

Child Helpline International will continue to collect data 

on bullying and cyberbullying to share and advocate for 

more awareness and improved protection measures. 

Examples of individual case studies 

The following examples of individual case studies from 

Child Helpline International serve to illustrate the range 

of difficulties and the levels of distress caused by bullying. 

They also demonstrate the effectiveness of the child hel-

pline support. Names have been changed to protect the 

identity of the children.

Grooming: Brazil A sexual molester gained Laura’s trust 

online when she was surfing the Internet. At the age of 

15, she ended up recording herself in a video with ex-

plicit sexual content. When this video became viral, Laura 

and her father contacted the child helpline to help them 

remove it from both national and international websites. 

While doing this, counsellors also offered psychological 

support to help her cope with the consequences of this 

type of abuse. A few days after contacting the helpline 

for the first time, Laura’s father sent an email saying: “We 

feel much better now. The school and the prosecutor of-

fered us all necessary support to solve this. Thank you 

very much.”

Bullying: Romania 15-year-old Alicia used to be bullied 

“because” she was adopted when she was four. During 

her fourth suicide attempt, she called the child helpline 

and said “Please, please, help. I am doing it again.” The 

counsellor offered psychological support and helped her 

to identify who would able to help her further. They iden-

tified both Alina’s parents and her school counsellor. By 

the end of that conversation, the counsellor also helped 

her to come up with a plan on what to do to help reduce 

the effects of bullying on her life.

Bullying and Extortion: Kazakhstan Several sen-

ior students from the school attended by a 17-year-old 

male caller would consistently and aggressively ask him 

for money. Failure to deliver resulted in severe physical 

Figure 4. 
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and verbal abuse and each time the amount demanded 

would double. Needless to say, the boy was terrified and 

reluctant to give information about his abusers or details 

of what was going on in school. Compounding the issue, 

teachers were not available to talk to about this type of 

bullying. This type of bullying/extortion is widespread and 

generally continues uninterrupted at the victim’s expense. 

After a number of counselling sessions through the child 

helpline, the boy began to feel more confident and dis-

closed the requested information. The offenders were 

taken into custody and the 17-year-old called the helpline 

back to thank the counsellors.

Bullying and Cyberbullying: Belgium A girl was being 

bullied by another girl at school. The other girl and her 

friends were physically harassing the caller and sending 

hate messages through SMS and Facebook. The caller had 

tried ignoring the girl, reasoning with her and blocking 

her on Facebook, but nothing seemed to help. She was 

feeling quite desperate about it and was even thinking 

of moving to a different school. Then she contacted the 

helpline. The counsellor congratulated her on the steps 

that she had already taken and encouraged her to talk to 

an adult at school (a teacher or school counsellor) about 

the situation. As the victim was worried this might make 

things worse if the other girls found out, the counsel-

lor suggested that she express this worry to the chosen 

adult confidant. She also checked that the caller had kept 

some evidence of the cyberbullying, which she had, and 

encouraged her to show this proof to a teacher or school 

counsellor. The caller said that she subsequently felt more 

confident in handling the situation.

Bullying, Cyberbullying and Sexting: Brazil A 16-year-

old girl begins her call by saying: “I’m not pretty, and 

people “throw it in my face”. They laugh at me and talk 

about the way I dress; what should I do?” During almost 

two hours of conversation, the girl shared that “friends” 

had taken a picture of her drunk and without clothes on 

at a party, and everybody at school received the photo 

through SMS. After that they started to cyberbully her, 

with boys telling everyone that she was “easy”. She con-

templated suicide twice and had started cutting herself, 

“to punish me for being who I am”. Due to her thoughts 

about suicide and actual self-harm, the counsellor referred 

the girl to a psychologist for face-to-face counselling and 

assured her that she could always call again. 

Abuse and Technology: Mauritius A young girl’s Fa-

cebook account was being hacked and posted with inap-

propriate content. She did not know why her account was 

hacked, but was very weary of the content now posted. 

She was also afraid that her friends might receive threats 

and strange e-mails. She wanted advice on how to handle 

this situation and called the child helpline. The counsellor 

supported the girl and talked to her about who might 

possibly have hacked her account. The counsellor also dis-

cussed with the girl the possibility that somebody might 

want to threaten her and blackmail her with the threat of 

posting even more damaging content. The girl and the 

counsellor discussed that it is never good to give in to 

blackmail, but that reporting the issue would help. Then 

the counsellor took all the information the girl had and 

asked for the girl’s consent to report the hacking to the 

appropriate authorities and to Facebook. The coordina-

tor of the child helpline then provided the information to 

the appropriate Facebook agency and within minutes the 

account was closed. This case was also highlighted in the 

media in Mauritius, giving credit to the work being con-

ducted by the local child helpline. 

Conclusion

The evidence presented here demonstrates clearly the 

value of child helplines in many parts of the world. The 

individual case studies can give invaluable insights into the 

issues facing real children in their daily lives and the ag-

gregated data is an essential tool in the development of 

effective policies, laws and practical activites to support 

the fight against the threats of bullying and cyberbullying. 
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