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A Profile of Bullying at School

91 Bullying and victimization are on the increase, extensive research shows. The
attitudes and routines of relevant adults can exacerbate or curb students’ aggression
toward classmates.

92 Bullying among schoolchildren is a very old and well-known phenomenon.
Although many educators are acquainted with the problem, researchers only began to
study bullying systematically in the 1970s (Olweus, 1973, 1978) and focused primarily
on schools in Scandinavia. In the 1980s and early 1990s, however, studies of bullying
among schoolchildren began to attract wider attention in a number of other countries,
including the United States.

What Is Bullying?

93 Systematic research on bullying requires rigorous criteria for classifying students as
bullies or as victims (Olweus, 1996; Solberg & Olweus, in press). How do we know
when a student is being bullied? One definition is that a student is being bullied or
victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on
the part of one or more other students. (Olweus, 1993, p. 9)

94  The person who intentionally inflicts, or attempts to inflict, injury or discomfort on
someone else is engaging in negative actions, a term similar to the definition of
aggressive behavior in the social sciences. People carry out negative actions through
physical contact, with words, or in more indirect ways, such as making mean faces or
gestures, spreading rumors, or intentionally excluding someone from a group.

95 Bullying also entails an imbalance in strength (or an asymmetrical power
relationship), meaning that students exposed to negative actions have difficulty defending
themselves. Much bullying is proactive aggression, that is, aggressive behavior that
usually occurs without apparent provocation or threat on the part of the victim.

Some Basic Facts

96  In the 1980s, questionnaire surveys of more than 150,000 Scandinavian students
found that approximately 15 percent of students ages 8-16 were involved in bully/victim
problems with some regularity--either as bullies, victims, or both bully and victim (bully-
victims) (Olweus, 1993). Approximately 9 percent of all students were victims, and 6-7
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percent pulied ower stuaents regularly. in conmwast to wnat 18 commonly believed, only a
small proportion of the victims also engaged in bullying other students (17 percent of the
victims or 1.6 percent of the total number of students).

97 In 2001, when my colleagues and I conducted a new large-scale survey of
approximately 11,000 students from 54 elementary and junior high schools using the
same questions that we used in 1983 (Olweus, 2002), we noted two disturbing trends.
The percentage of victimized students had increased by approximately 50 percent from
1983, and the percentage of students who were involved (as bullies, victims, or bully-
victims) in frequent and serious bullying problems--occurring at least once a week--had
increased by approximately 65 percent. We saw these increases as an indication of
negative societal developments (Solberg & Olweus, in press).

98  The surveys showed that bullying is a serious problem affecting many students in
Scandinavian schools. Data from other countries, including the United States (Nansel et
al., 2001; Olweus & Limber, 1999; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988)--and in large measure
collected with my Bully/Victim Questionnaire (1983,1996)--indicate that bullying
problems exist outside Scandinavia with similar, or even higher, prevalence (Olweus &
Limber, 1999; Smith et al., 1999). The prevalence figures from different countries or
cultures, however, may not be directly comparable. Even though the questicnnaire gives
a detailed definition of bullying, the prevalence rates obtained may be affected by
language differences, the students' familiarity with the concept of bullying, and the
degree of public attention paid to the phenomenon.

99 Boys bully other students more often than girls do, and a relatively large percentage
of girls--about 50 percent--report that they are bullied mainly by boys. A somewhat
higher percentage of boys are victims of bullying, especially in the junior high school
grades. But bullying certainly occurs among girls as well. Physical bullying is less
common among gifts, who typically use more subtle and indirect means of harassment,
such as intentionally excluding someone from the group, spreading rumors, and
manipulating friendship relations. Such forms of bullying can certainly be as harmful and
distressing as more direct and open forms of harassment. Our research data (Olweus,
1993), however, clearly contradict the view that girls are the most frequent and worst
bullies, a view suggested by such recent books as Queen Bees and Wannabes (Wiseman,
2002) and Odd Girl Out (Simmons, 2002).

Common Myths About Bullying

910  Several common assumptions about the causes of bullying receive little or no
support when confronted with empirical data. These misconceptions include the
hypotheses that bullying is a consequence of large class or school size, competition for
grades and failure in school, or poor self-esteem and insecurity. Many also believe
erroneously that students who are overweight, wear glasses, have a different ethnic
origin, or speak with an unusual dialect are particularly likely to become victims of
bullying.
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q11  All of these hypotheses have thus far failed to receive clear support from empirical
data. Accordingly, we must look for other factors to find the key origins of bullying
problems. The accumulated research evidence indicates that personality characteristics or
typical reaction patterns, in combination with physical strength or weakness in the case of
boys, are important in the development of bullying problems in individual students. At
the same time, environmental factors, such as the attitudes, behavior, and routines of
relevant adults—in particular, teachers and principals—play a crucial role in determining
the extent to which bullying problems will manifest themselves in a larger unit, such as a
classroom or school. Thus, we must pursue analyses of the main causes of bully/victim
problems on at least two different levels: individual and environmental.

Victims and the Bullying Circle

912 Much research has focused on the characteristics and family backgrounds of
victims and bullies. We have identified two kinds of victims, the more common being the
passive or submissive victim, who represents some 80-85 percent of all victims. Less
research information is available about provocative victims, also called bully-victims or
aggressive victims, whose behavior may elicit negative reactions from a large part of the
class. The dynamics of a classroom with a provocative victim are different from those of
a classroom with a submissive victim (Olweus, 1978, 1993).

913  Bullies and victims naturally occupy key positions in the configuration of
bully/victim problems in a classroom, but other students also play important roles and
display different attitudes and reactions toward an acute bullying situation. Figure 1
outlines the “Bullying Circle” and represents the various ways in which most students in
a classroom with bully/victim problems are involved in or affected by them (Olweus,
2001a, 2001b).

The Qlweus Bullying Prevention Program

914  The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program,(nl) developed and evaluated over a
period of almost 20 years (Olweus, 1993, 1999), builds on four key principles derived
chiefly from research on the development and identification of problem behaviors,
especially aggressive behavior. These principles involve creating a school--and ideally,
also a home--environment characterized by

* Warmth, positive interest, and involvement from adults;
* Firm limits on unacceptable behavior;

» Consistent application of nonpunitive, nonphysical sanctions for unacceptable behavior
or violations of rules; and

 Adults who act as authorities and positive role models.

915 We have translated these principles into a number of specific measures to be used
at the school, classroom, and individual levels (Olweus, 1993, 2001b). Figure 2 lists the
set of core components that our statistical analyses and experience with the program have
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SIIOWIL dIc partcularly mmportant i any implementation o1 the program.

916  The program’s implementation relies mainly on the existing social environment.
Teachers, administrators, students, and parents all play major roles in carrying out the
program and in restructuring the social environment. One possible reason for this
intervention program’s effectiveness is that it changes the opportunity and reward
structures for bullying behavior, which results in fewer opportunities and rewards for
bullying (Olweus, 1992).

Research-Based Evaluations

917  The first evaluation of the effects of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
involved data from approximately 2,500 students in 42 elementary and junior high
schools in Bergen, Norway, and followed students for two and one-half years, from 1983
to 1985 (Olweus, 1991, in press; Olweus & Alsaker, 1991). The findings were
significant:

e Marked reductions--by 50 percent or more--in bully/victim problems for the period
studied, measuring after 8 and 20 months of intervention.

* Clear reductions in general antisocial behavior, such as vandalism, fighting, pilfering,
drunkenness, and truancy.

e Marked improvement in the social climate of the classes and an increase in student
satisfaction with school life.

918  The differences between baseline and intervention groups were highly significant.
The research concluded that the registered changes in bully/victim problems and related
behavior patterns were likely to be a consequence of the intervention program and not of
some other factor. Partial replications of the program in the United States, the United
Kingdom, and Germany have resulted in similar, although somewhat weaker, results
(Olweus & Limber, 1999; Smith & Sharp, 1994).

919 In 1997-1998, our study of 3,200 students from 30 Norwegian schools again
registered clear improvements with regard to bully/victim problems in the schools with
intervention programs. The effects were weaker than in the first project, with averages
varying between 21 and 38 percent. Unlike the first study, however, the intervention
program had been in place for only six months when we made the second measurement.
In addition, we conducted the study during a particularly turbulent year in which Norway
introduced a new national curriculum that made heavy demands of educators' time and
resources.

920  Nonetheless, the intervention schools fared considerably better than the
comparison schools. Surveys of the comparison schools, which had set up anti-bullying
efforts according to their own plans, showed very small or no changes with regard to
"being bullied" and a 35 percent increase for "bullying other students" (Olweus, in press).
Because we have not yet analyzed the questionnaire information, we cannot fully explain
this result, but it is consistent with findings from a number of studies showing that
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