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The breakdown of peer relations, particularly bullying behaviours, is recognised within the child and adolescent 
scientific literature as being a threat to student wellbeing, with both immediate, as well as long term, effects. 
When focusing on bullying as one key barrier to positive peer relations, research surrounding the topic shows 
that the act of bullying is a complex phenomenon; bullying involves not only various different individuals in 
differing roles (bullies, victims, bully-victims, and bystanders), but also variations in the content and context in 
which the bullying is perpetrated (physical, verbal, relational, and cyberbullying).  

Schools are in a position whereby they can not only monitor bullying, but actively prevent it. Additionally, they 
can provide support for those affected by bullying. Many of the bullying interventions within the literature 
have been found to successfully reduce bullying perpetration, and mitigate negative consequences of bullying, 
including wellbeing effects and wellbeing-related outcomes such as anxiety and depression. By intervening, 
schools can improve vital peer relations and social support that are essential to student wellbeing, and 
consequently, reduce the likelihood of future acts of bullying. 

Bullying interventions can vary in content, duration, and implementation methods, though many of the 
successful interventions include a multi-layered approach involving different stakeholders within the school 
community, addressing the school climate as a whole, educating students on bullying and how to identify 
perpetration, as well as the provision of adequate support to deal with incidents and aid those involved. 

It is important for schools to ensure that the content of the interventions and the methods through which the 
intervention is delivered are appropriate to the unique context of the school and students, as well as being 
engaging for the students, which will allow for greater engagement with the interventions.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

The IB and the Wellbeing Research Centre at the University 
of Oxford have worked together on a series of reports 
focused on wellbeing in schools. Two foundational reports, 
‘Wellbeing in Education in Childhood and Adolescence’ 
and ‘Wellbeing for Schoolteachers’, have been published 
and give detailed information about the IB’s approach to 
wellbeing. We suggest that readers first explore these 
foundational reports to gain a detailed understanding 
of wellbeing in schools before reading this series of brief 
reports on the drivers of wellbeing. 

For this report, it is important to highlight what we mean 
by wellbeing. In our published reports (exploring the 
wellbeing of young people and schoolteachers), we focus 
on subjective wellbeing, which refers to the individual’s 
perception of their own wellbeing. In schools, wellbeing 
is often used as a catch-all term for anything that sits 
outside academic attainment. This makes it difficult for 

schools to measure and implement changes, because 
the parameters are so broad and intangible. Wellbeing 
science is an established area of academic research, 
and we employ insights from the empirical science of 
wellbeing to inform these reports. 

In school settings, wellbeing is often misunderstood as 
simply the opposite of mental ill health or happiness. 
However, in the ‘Wellbeing in Education in Childhood and 
Adolescence’ report, we clarify the differences between 
these concepts and how schools can use these definitions 
to decide which aspects of wellbeing to measure and 
impact. The definitions we recommend in the report 
remove the drivers of wellbeing (like resilience, mental 
health, family, peers, teachers, etc.) from the definition 
and focus on the three key areas of subjective wellbeing: 
life satisfaction; affect; and eudaimonia.

LIFE SATISFACTION

FIGURE 1: COMPONENTS OF WELLBEING

This element captures people’s satisfaction with their lives, 
their perception, and experience.

The feelings, emotions, and states of a person at a particular 
timepoint, including both positive affect (e.g., joy, happiness, 
pride) and negative affect (e.g., sadness, depression, anxiety).

Whether people feel their life is worthwhile or has purpose 
and meaning (this can include autonomy, capabilities, 
competencies, and other areas of psychological functioning).

AFFECT

EUDAIMONIA

The core outcome of the wellbeing framework for young 
people for this project is satisfaction with school life. We 
focus on the life satisfaction area of subjective wellbeing 
as the key outcome for the frameworks for practical 
reasons, but we also emphasise the importance of affect 
and eudaimonia. These outcomes were selected as they 
represent the areas that schools can most influence. The 
framework is presented in Figure 2. The framework has 

the key performance indicator (KPI) or outcome variable 
in the middle, and all the drivers that research evidence 
has suggested influence pupil wellbeing around the 
outside. It is important to note that this framework only 
focuses on the evidence for wellbeing and, as such, there 
may be other research that schools may wish to consider, 
beyond the scope of these reports, which focus on other 
positive outcomes for young people.
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FIGURE 2: THE SCHOOL LIFE SATISFACTION FRAMEWORK
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Each driver has varying degrees of influence on the 
wellbeing of individuals depending on factors such as the 
age of the individual and their environment. For example, 
we know that peers are very important to the wellbeing of 
adolescents, but to a lesser extent for younger children. 
This framework gives ultimate flexibility and can be 
adapted over time to incorporate new insights. 

In the ‘Wellbeing in Education in Childhood and 
Adolescence’ report we give examples of definitions that 
schools can use. For young people, we suggest that a 

school-specific definition, including all three areas, is most 
appropriate:

“This school promotes the wellbeing of all pupils. We 
define wellbeing as our pupils being satisfied with their 
school lives, having positive experiences at, and feelings 
about, school, and believing that what they do at school 
gives them some purpose and meaning.”

[Edited extract from the ‘Wellbeing in Schools in Childhood and 
Adolescence’ Report; Taylor et al., 2022]
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Purpose and Scope of the Focused Report

This series of intervention reports is intended to give 
the IB and schools a more nuanced understanding of 
the drivers of wellbeing for young people. Each report 
contains scientific research, interventions, measurement, 
and discussion around a specific driver of wellbeing. Each 
of the topics within these reports has differing levels of 
scientific evidence, and one of the main aims of these 
reports is to summarise what we know now about a topic 
and what further work needs to be done. Ultimately, we 
aim for these reports to become part of a digital, evidence-
based repository which schools can use to measure, 
monitor, and support, the wellbeing of young people.

The Importance of Wellbeing 
Interventions for Children

An in-depth discussion of this topic can be found in 
the report ‘Wellbeing in Education in Childhood and 
Adolescence’. The report discusses three important 
reasons why schools should seek to improve the wellbeing 
of their pupils: firstly, childhood and adolescence are 

important periods in their own right, and every young 
person has the right to have a positive experience in 
this critical formative period; secondly, higher wellbeing 
in childhood and adolescence is associated with other 
benefits for young people, such as higher attainment, 
better mental health, and positive pro-social behaviour. 
Finally, it is important to maximise wellbeing in childhood 
and adolescence because of the long-lasting impact this 
has on their future, including their adult levels of wellbeing 
and job prospects.

The report emphasises that there is value in using school 
time, money, and resources to improve pupil wellbeing. 
These improvements will likely not only have immediate 
benefits for students but will have a driving effect on 
other positive outcomes (individually, socially, and 
academically) and have a positive impact on the future 
lives of young people as they mature into adulthood. 
Importantly, there is seemingly no trade-off between 
wellbeing and academic performance. Put simply; happier 
children make better learners. Schools can feel confident 
to use time and resources to improve pupil wellbeing in 
the knowledge that it will likely also lead to improvements 
in their core business of academic attainment.
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Bullying Research

Bullying Definition

Within the field of education and child development, 
bullying in school has occupied a large corner of research 
and interest for the last fifty years (Moore et al., 2017; 
Olweus, 1972; Olweus, 1994). Normal negative interactions 
are sporadic and situational, but bullying is not a solitary 
phenomenon, instead involving at least two individuals 
in the act (Salmivalli et al., 1996). It is defined as the 
repeated and intentional infliction of harm whereby there 
is an imbalance of power within a relationship (Olweus, 
1972; Olweus, 2013), and the literature acknowledges 
three essential characteristics of bullying: the intent 
(goal-direction), harm, and power imbalance (Menesini 
& Salmivalli, 2017; Volk et al., 2014). Terms such as ‘peer 
aggression’, ‘relational aggression’ or ‘victimisation’ 
are also often used in relation to the bullying literature 
(Ferguson et al., 2016; Hunter et al., 2004).  Within the 
act of bullying, the victim’s power is reduced, and the 
bullying perpetrator’s power is strengthened (Menesini 
& Salmivalli, 2017). Bullying is a form of violence which, 
unfortunately, many children and adolescents experience 
during childhood (Biswas et al., 2020; Menesini & 
Salmivalli, 2017).

Though it is important to recognise how bullying is 
defined within the literature, it is also important to 
consider how adolescents themselves conceptualise 
wellbeing. Evidence has found that adolescents tend 
to understand bullying as a ‘mean’ act, and as one in 
which people’s feelings are affected (Byrne et al., 2016). 
Another interesting finding is that when young people 
are asked about their conceptualisation of bullying, they 
often emphasise the importance of the self-interpretation 
of bullying, with the understanding that an experience 
can be understood as bullying if the student interprets 
it as such (Hellström et al., 2015). This is important for 
schools to consider, as it shows how important a student’s 
experience and opinion is – teachers might not always 
be in a position to understand the extent to which 
bullying is occurring. In addition, young people identify a 
power-imbalance and an act of dominance as central to 
bullying (Menin et al., 2021). Understanding how students 
themselves conceptualise bullying is vital for schools to 
decide how to prevent, support, and intervene. 

Another important perspective for schools to consider 
when understanding bullying is that of teachers, as 
teachers are often the individuals who intervene and 
support the students involved, though this theme is not 
as widely explored in the literature as bullying from the 
perspective of children and young people. Evidence 

has found that teachers can differ to students in their 
interpretation of bullying, and they are often guided by 
their external position to the act of bullying, and thus 
more likely to recognise overt bullying and perhaps 
overlook relational bullying (Holt & Keyes, 2004). Whether 
teachers label a behaviour as bullying influences the 
response they make and how they proceed in dealing with 
the situation at hand (Eriksen, 2018). Understanding how 
teachers perceive bullying allows schools to draw on the 
potential role of school policies regarding the disciplinary 
climate and school intolerance to bullying.

Types of Bullying
Though bullying is a complex and multi-faceted 
phenomenon, the literature often categorises bullying 
into four broad types: physical, verbal, relational, and 
cyber (Shetgiri, 2013; Wang et al., 2009). It is however 
important to acknowledge that these can, and often do, 
co-occur and are not mutually exclusive. That being said, 
the literature has identified each of these types of bullying 
as having the following characteristics listed below (Fu et 
al., 2016; Limber & Wang, 2014; Scheithauer et al., 2006; 
Shetgiri, 2013; Walrave & Heirman, 2011; Wang et al., 2009).

Physical

Verbal

Relational

Cyberbullying

• Direct form of bullying 
• Examples including, but not 

limited to: hitting, injury from 
weapon, hair pulling

• More likely to occur in younger 
age groups than in adolescence 

• More prevalent in boys
• Direct form of bullying 
• Examples including, but not 

limited to: name calling, spreading 
rumours, teasing, threatening

• More prevalent in boys
• Indirect form of bullying 
• Examples including, but not 

limited to: social exclusion, 
manipulation of social 
relationships, gossiping

• More prevalent in girls
• Occurs through the medium of 

technology/ the internet 
• Examples including, but not 

limited to: defamatory content, 
exploitative content

• Can contain ‘traditional’ 
characteristics of bullying, but is 
expressed through digital means

• Victimisation more prevalent in 
girls, whilst perpetration more 
prevalent in boys
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Individuals Involved in Bullying

As outlined previously, bullying is not a solitary 
phenomenon, thereby involving different individuals. 
Within the phenomenon, many roles can be played 
(Salmivalli et al., 1996), though the three most common 
identifiable roles are that of the bully, the victim, and the 
bully-victim (who bullies others and are also themself 
bullied by others) (Armitage, 2021; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009). 
Students in any of these three roles are more likely to 
feel alienated in school (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Meland et 
al., 2010). In a systematic review, Nocentini et al. (2019) 
found that victims and bullies both share predictive 
factors, including parenting habits, domestic violence, 
and exposure to abuse/neglect. Risk factors of bullying 
refer to characteristics associated with  each bullying 
role. These can be understood as predictive factors of 
bullying involvement.  In latter sections of the report, 
outcomes of bullying will be explored, which highlights 
the consequential effects of bullying. It is interesting to 
note that some of these factors can influence a positive 
feedback loop, whereby students who have low self-
esteem might be at higher risk of being a victim of bullying, 
and that an outcome of victimisation is further damage 
to their self-esteem, which then might exacerbate their 
identification as a potential target for bullying. 

The literature has identified the following as risk factors 
related to each role directly involved in bullying (Kennedy, 
2021; Kljakovic & Hunt, 2016; Shetgiri, 2013; Silva et al., 
2020; Stein et al., 2006):

Bully

Victim

Bully-Victim

• Male
• Younger students
• Mental health issues and 

behavioural issues
• Family conflict/ hostile home 

environment 
• Negative parent-child relationship
• Substance abuse
• Internalising behaviour difficulty
• Low social skills
• Low self-esteem/self-perception
• Use of downers/tranquilisers
• Insecure maternal attachment
• Emotional and psychological 

dysregulation
• Low self-esteem
• Low academic performance
• Negative attitudes towards/

disconnected from school
• Peer rejection
• Low problem-solving skills

It is important to understand that different risk factors can 
interact or impact individuals in different ways, and that 
there is no uniform set of risk factors for any given role in 
bullying. Schools should use these identified risk factors 
as potential indicators for policy support and should not 
view these factors in isolation as determining factors.

Bystanders
Beyond these three roles exists another important role 
in bullying behaviour, that of the bystander. This role is 
understood as a person who is indirectly involved with the 
bullying phenomenon (Salmivalli, 2014). Within schools, 
the role of bystanders is a vital one, as oftentimes there is 
one or more bystanders present during the act of bullying, 
with estimates of 85% of bullying incidences including 
bystanders (Padgett & Notar, 2013). Bystanders are 
crucial players within the group phenomenon of bullying 
and play a role in potentially reinforcing or condemning 
the behaviours witnessed (Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli, 
2014). It should be stressed that bystanders are not 
passive viewers of bullying, they are also central in the 
co-creation of the bullying phenomenon (Salmivalli et al., 
2014). 

Bystanders can be divided into four types (Salmivalli 
et al., 1996; Song & Oh, 2018): outsiders (the majority of 
bystanders fit into this category), defenders (the next 
most common category, whereby active action is taken 
to help, such as intervening, reporting the bullying, and/
or comforting the victim), reinforcers (few individuals 
identify as a reinforcer, where they encourage the bullying 
perpetration by inciting the perpetrator(s) e.g., laughing 
or shouting), and assistants (the least common category, 
where the bystander supports in actively perpetrating 
bullying behaviours). The decision-making process for 
bystanders deciding how to act is complex and nuanced. 
For example, some bystanders might recognise their 
social positioning and evaluate that they do not have 
control of the bullying situation thus do not intervene 
(Song & Oh, 2018). 

Interventions directly targeting bystanders and 
encouraging pro-social decision making by bystanders 
are explored in the ‘Interventions’ section of this report. 
A promising study by Sainio et al. (2011) found that 
72.3% of victims had at least one defender, and having a 
defender is associated with lower anxiety and depression, 
and higher self-esteem and social status in the victim. 
Understanding the potential protective role of a defender 
for bullying victims underscores the importance of 
promoting defender behaviours and pro-social actions.

Current State of Bullying Globally

Prevalence
Global estimates find that approximately a third (32%) 
of students report having experienced bullying at 
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least once in the last month, and approximately 7.3% of 
students report being a victim of bullying for at least 6 
days in the last month (UNESCO, 2019). Within prevalence 
rates of bullying, a study of 40 countries found that 8% 
of students report traditional bullying (verbal/physical/
relational), 2.3% report cyberbullying, and 1.7% report 
experiencing both traditional and cyberbullying (Biswas 
et al., 2022). These recorded rates show considerable 
variability across studies, with a meta-analysis indicating 
that victimisation rates found in studies can range 
considerably, with cyber victimisation rates ranging from 
2.2% to 56.2% for example (Modecki et al., 2014). Moreover, 
the literature also indicates that there is a moderate 
positive correlation (r = .47) between cyberbullying and 
traditional bullying perpetration (Modecki et al., 2014), 
which speaks to how important it is to address both 
traditional and cyberbullying.

It is vital that we recognise that bullying prevalence has 
considerable variation across regions and nations (Man 
et al., 2022). In a study of 65 different countries, Man et al. 
(2022) found that African and the Eastern Mediterranean 
regions had the highest bullying prevalence rates (47.36% 
and 41.53% respectively), with Samoa and Vanuatu having 
the highest national bullying prevalence rates (72.4% and 
65.92% respectively). Biswas et al. (2020) also found that 
the highest prevalence rates of bullying were observed in 
Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean region (43.5% and 
45.1% respectively), and the lowest rates in Europe (8.4%). 
International differences in bullying prevalence and the 
different experiences and perceptions of those involved 
can be influenced by a multitude of factors, including, but 
not limited to: differences in socio-cultural values, linguistic 
properties, national policies, peer support/friendship 
norms, and parenting support norms (Biswas et al., 2020; 
Smith et al., 2016). It is also important to note there are 
variations in how bullying is measured, understood, and 
defined across different studies and cultural contexts 
can also make it difficult to make comparisons between 
prevalence rates (Cook et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2016; 
Vivolo-Kantor et al., 2014), which may hold the potential 
to affect the reported results. However, the demonstrated 
prevalence of bullying underscores the need for attention 
to the issue.

Demographic Differences
This section aims to provide a brief outline of various 
factors that can contribute to different rates of bullying 
prevalence. Schools should consider the following four 
factors in relation to their own unique ecosystems, 
although this report acknowledges that the relevance of 
each factor may vary between schools.

Age
The literature on age and bullying finds that there are 
some observable age differences. For example, the 
literature tends to find a general decline in bullying 
by the end of secondary school/high school (Álvarez-

García et al., 2015; Cosma et al., 2024; Hymel & Swearer, 
2015; Sumter et al., 2012), often with a peak in bullying 
at age 14 (Álvarez-García et al., 2015; Sumter et al., 
2012). As explored above, age also influences the type 
of bullying which occurs, with physical bullying being 
more likely to occur in younger students, and verbal 
and relational bullying and cyberbullying being more 
likely to occur in older students (Fu et al., 2016; Sumter 
et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2009).

Gender
In general, the literature finds there to be gender 
differences in bullying, with boys being more likely to 
be involved in bullying than girls (Cosma et al., 2024). 
Gender differences do vary, however, dependent 
on the type of bullying, with boys being more likely 
to engage in physical bullying and girls in relational 
bullying (Álvarez-García et al., 2015; Silva et al., 2013). 
In instances of cyberbullying, evidence suggests that 
boys are more likely to be perpetrators whilst girls are 
more likely to be victims (Walrave & Heirman, 2011). 
Gender differences might also vary with age, further 
emphasising the interactive nature of different factors 
(Cosma et al., 2024). 

Socio-Economic Status (SES)
In a meta-analysis of the literature exploring the link 
between SES and bullying, Tippette and Wolke (2014) 
found there to be a complicated relationship between 
SES and bullying roles, and stressed that SES alone is 
in fact a weak predictor of bullying behaviours. They 
found that children from low SES backgrounds have a 
slightly increased risk of being a victim or bully-victim, 
though again it is stressed that these are weakly 
related (Tippette & Wolke, 2014). A study also found 
that aggression-related mindsets accounts for much 
of the relationship between SES and bullying (Dietrich 
& Zimmermann, 2019). It is also interesting to note that 
across 33 countries, evidence was found in 6 countries 
for the association between bullying and life satisfaction 
to be stronger in low SES populations, suggesting that 
in some contexts SES can be a moderating factor in the 
relationship between bullying and wellbeing  (Marquez, 
2021).

Ethnicity
Evidence finds that children who identify as belonging 
to a minority ethnic group/race or as an immigrant 
(including having refugee status) are at a greater risk 
of being victims to bullying, particularly racist bullying 
(Sapouna et al., 2023). Wider school and community 
contextual factors, such as a climate of discrimination 
and judgement, can foster environments which allow 
for racial bullying perpetration to proceed with limited 
repercussions (Sapouna et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2020). 
The intersectionality of ethnicity and other factors 
such as gender, sexuality, and SES (Park et al., 2022) 
should be investigated further, particularly in relation 
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to bullying (Galán et al., 2021; Garnett et al., 2014).When 
attempting to address bullying, schools should consider 
the complex interplay among various demographic 
factors to better understand the dynamics of bullying 
within their unique settings.

Bullying and Wellbeing

There is an extensive body of literature exploring 
the impact of bullying on the individuals involved, 
predominantly on victims of bullying. Experiencing 
bullying has been shown to reduce wellbeing (Thomas et 
al., 2016), as well as have negative influences on wellbeing-
related outcomes and behaviours (Moore et al., 2017). In 
a comparative study across 33 countries, Marquez and 
Main (2020) found that bullying was a significant predictor 
of student life satisfaction in 32 countries, whereby South 
Korea was the only nation which did not have a statistically 
significant effect size. This section will outline different 
short-term and long-term effects of bullying which have 
been observed within the literature. Through recognising 
the differences in long-term and short-term effects of 
bullying, schools are then able to better allocate supports 
and services to students.

Short-term Effects of Bullying
Bullying has been found to have short-term effects on 
young people, with a global study finding that across 65 
countries, bullying tends to have a negative effect on 
mental health (Man et al., 2022). Psychosomatic problems 
are also linked to bullying, including: dizziness, stomach 
ache, backache, headache, sleeping difficulties, and 
feeling tired in the morning (Due et al., 2005; Moore et al., 
2017). In addition, bullying also has short-term effects on 
the emotional domains of young people, and is associated 
with feeling low, helpless, nervous, lonely, left out, and 
having an irritable and bad temper (Due et al., 2005). 
Evidence presented by Yu and Zhao (2021) also finds that 
bullying has significant impacts on academic outcomes 
(science, reading, and mathematic performance), as well 
as classroom experience (loneliness, classmate peer 
relations, and school belonging).

Long-term Effects of Bullying
Longitudinal studies provide empirical evidence for the 
long-term effects of bullying. In a study spanning 50 years, 
Takizawa et al. (2014) found that even when controlling for 
risk factors (such as childhood IQ, parental involvement, 
internalising and externalising problems), those who 
were bullied in childhood (7-11 years old) were more likely 
to have worse mental health outcomes than their non-
bullied peers in young adulthood (23 years old) and later 
adulthood (45 and 50 years old). When controlling for 
many confounding childhood variables, Takizawa et al. 
(2014) also found that at age 50, adults who were bullied 
during childhood reported significantly lower wellbeing, 
were significantly less likely to live with a partner, and 

had less social support when ill. These results emphasise 
the significance that childhood bullying can have on life 
outcomes. Though it is a longitudinal study, it should be 
noted that this study was conducted in a British context, 
and tracks one cohort of individuals, thus the results 
might not be generalisable to all other contexts. Research 
exploring the long-term effects of bullying has identified 
the influence of childhood bullying on adult outcomes 
of bullies (B), victims (V), and bully-victims (BV) (Wolke 
& Lereya, 2015). In an America-based cohort study 
conducted by Wolke et al. (2013), many negative health 
and risky lifestyle adult outcomes were found in relation 
to different roles in bullying, even when controlling for 
childhood psychiatric disorders and family hardship.

B, V, and BV: All three groups were found to be significantly 
associated with non-substance psychiatric disorder, 
smoking regularly, being in poverty, being dismissed from 
a job, quitting multiple jobs, and issues making friends, 
compared to their non-bullying related peers. 

B and V: Bullies and bully-victims were found to be 
significantly more associated with having an official 
felony charge, breaking in, no college diploma, and failing 
to meet financial obligations, in comparison to their non-
bullying related peers. 

V and BV: Victims and bully-victims were found to be 
significantly associated with having a poor relationship 
with parents rather than their non-bullying related peers.

B: Only bullies were found to be significantly associated 
with being frequently drunk, marijuana use, illicit drug 
use, hooking up with a stranger, and having violent 
relationships more than their non-bullying related peers.

V: Only victims were found to be significantly associated 
with having poor financial management compared to 
their non-bullying related peers.

BV: Bully-victims were found to be significantly associated 
with serious illness, poor health, illness contagion, slow 
illness recovery, not having a high school diploma, and not 
having a best friend, in comparison to their non-bullying 
related peers.

The short and long-term effects of bullying prove 
the potential power the phenomenon has on shaping 
the experiences of young people during childhood 
and adolescence and into adulthood, ranging from 
psychological to material impacts (e.g., financial). Such 
evidence highlights the need to intervene at an early age 
so that potential negative impacts of bullying, on both the 
individual and society, can be reduced.

Resilience and Bullying
Much of the literature exploring the impacts of bullying in 
childhood has found resilience to be a protective factor, 
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across different cultural contexts (Lin et al., 2022; Moore 
& Woodcock, 2017; Sapouna & Wolke, 2013; Shemesh & 
Heiman, 2021). Resilience is often defined as the ability to 
successfully adapt in adverse contexts whereby there is a 
threat to development (Southwick et al., 2014). The factorial 
model of resilience outlines three underlying constructs 
to resilience: mastery (perceived control and enjoyment 
of relationships), relatedness (skill and ability to function 
as a social being), and emotional reactivity (threshold for 
adverse events; Moore & Woodcock, 2017). High levels of 
resilience can protect against adverse outcomes such as 
depression and anxiety for those involved in bullying (Lin 
et al., 2022; Moore & Woodcock, 2017). In addition, studies 
have found that those with low resilience are more likely 
to have experienced bullying (Hinduja & Patchin, 2017; 
Moore & Woodcock, 2017). The literature thus explains 
why anti-bully interventions frequently contain building 
resilience elements in their designs, to both mitigate 
against the negative effects of bullying, as well as protect 
against becoming a victim and/or perpetrator of bullying.

Influences on Bullying Behaviours

The role of schools and educators in addressing bullying 
can be understood through Hong and Espelage’s (2012) 
different spheres of influence. Spheres of influence can 
be used to understand different groups of influential 
factors on bullying behaviour, including microsystem, 
macrosystem, and exosystem. The microsystem concerns 
factors in the immediate environment surrounding the 
child, namely the school, home, and peers. These influences 
will be explored in greater depth in the next sections as 
schools have greater control over the microsystem than 
either the macro- or exo-system. Systemic influences on 
bullying occur within the macrosystem, which outlines the 
cultural norms and framework within which a school and 
its community sit. Cultures which foster attitudes of social 
and political prejudice, power, and aggression set up a 
broader cultural framework whereby bullying behaviours 
are cultivated (Hong & Espelage, 2012). Within the next 
sphere of influence is the exosystem, where Hong and 
Espelage (2012) outline neighbourhood characteristics 
and media violence exposure as influential on bullying 
behaviours. In this section, school influences, and family 
and friend influences are outlined, as these are the areas 
in which the school can play an active role.

School Influences
Much of the literature outlines how school-level factors 
influence peer relations, particularly surrounding 
bullying. The school climate can both directly and 
indirectly influence bullying-related behaviours (Espelage 
& Swearer, 2003). Both school environment and level 

of school connectedness can influence peer relations 
and social support, and thereby bullying, with discipline 
and adult supervision of students, as well as feelings of 
school connectedness, being associated with bullying 
and bullying risk factors, such as isolation and disruptive 
behaviour (Hong & Espelage, 2012; Ma, 2002). 

It is important to emphasise that teacher attitudes towards 
bullying interact with the systemic and school-level 
influences on bullying. Teachers interact with students, 
supervise students, and can provide pastoral care for 
students; thus, it is no surprise that teacher attitudes 
towards bullying can protect or encourage bullying within 
their classrooms (Veenstra et al., 2014). Protective factors 
of bullying relating to teacher attitudes can include: the 
promotion of respect within the classroom, pro-social 
behaviours within the classroom, teacher attention 
towards and identification of bullying, as well as action 
once bullying has been identified (Espelage & Swearer, 
2003).

Family and Friend Influences
There are family-level influences on bullying, with 
experiences of family adversity being associated with 
involvement in bullying as a bully, victim, or a bully-victim, 
in addition to the risk factors explored in previous sections 
(Fraga et al., 2022). Family adversity examples include: 
experiencing household violence, witnessing inter-parent 
violence, and substance abuse within the household 
(Fraga et al., 2022; Hong & Espelage, 2012). Familial level 
influences are not always risk factors, and can also be 
protective factors against bullying. For example, parental 
communication with and support of the child, family 
cohesion, and parental warmth can act as protective 
factors for the negative consequences of bullying 
(Nocentini et al., 2019). Also, within the family dynamic 
exists the potential for adverse sibling interactions, and 
evidence finds that involvement in sibling physical and 
verbal victimisation can predict school victimisation 
(Sabah et al. 2022).

As with the other influences on bullying, peer relationships 
and peer group dynamics can be either risk or protective 
factors against bullying (Hong & Espelage, 2012). As 
outlined in the ‘Individuals involved in bullying’ section of 
this report, bullying is a group phenomenon, and both peer 
relationships and peer group dynamics are influenced 
by, and further influence, the perceived social power of 
the different individuals involved. Having friend support 
can protect victims from the negative consequences of 
bullying or prevent bullying occurring in the first place 
through defending their friend (Eijigu & Teketel, 2021; 
Hong & Espelage, 2012; Kendrick et al., 2012).
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Following the exploration of the different roles, influences, 
and contexts involved in bullying, this knowledge 
has been used to inform protective and preventative 
interventions. The goal of anti-bullying interventions is 
to ultimately reduce the negative experiences resulting 
from, and instances of, bullying, allowing for greater 
student wellbeing. As explored in the previous section, the 
global pressure to tackle the issue of bullying and protect 
children and adolescents can be addressed through 
schools. The report has highlighted the need for school 
stakeholders to be aware of the influences on bullying 
and their role in these influences to then address bullying 
behaviour within the school. In this section, different types 
of bullying interventions will be explored, followed by a 
summary table of interventions with a strong empirical 
basis and a focus on school settings.  

When exploring the bullying intervention literature, schools 
should be aware that bullying prevention programs often 
have mixed results, with a systematic review conducted 
by Evans et al. (2014) finding that only 50% of studies had 
a significant effect on bullying perpetration, and 67% had 
significant effects on bullying victimisation. Each school 
is a unique ecosystem and school stakeholders are thus 
encouraged to consider their own contexts and population 
when evaluating different bullying interventions. 

Types of Interventions

Interventions can differ in their target populations, as 
well as their design and content. Intervention target 
population can vary between universal interventions 
and targeted interventions, as well as a combination of 
both. Bullying interventions can also be broadly assigned 
into categories based on their design and content (Chen 
et al., 2023; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007): whole-school 
approaches (WSA), and curriculum and social skills 
training, and digital approaches.

Universal and Targeted Interventions
Across wellbeing interventions in childhood and 
adolescence research, interventions can be understood as 
being a universal intervention, or a targeted one (though 
some intervention designs may contain elements of 
both; for further details see Taylor et al., 2022). Generally 
speaking, universal approaches are interventions which 
are delivered to the whole target population (such as all 
members of a year group, or all students in the school), 
whereas targeted approaches are interventions which 
are delivered to ‘at risk’ populations. Within the field of 
bullying, universal interventions are bullying interventions 
which are delivered to students regardless of their risk 
of being bullied (Mackenzie & Williams, 2018; Nickerson, 
2019). In contrast, targeted bullying interventions are 

interventions designed to be delivered to students who 
are already involved and/or at risk of being involved in 
bullying and victimisation.

Whole School Approach
Within bullying interventions, a WSA is one which takes 
on many different components in a holistic manner 
(Kärnä et al., 2011; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; Olweus et 
al., 2019). This can include the participation of different 
stakeholders (e.g., students, teachers, staff), structural 
changes (e.g., school policies, rules, and disciplinary 
guidance), and programmes (e.g., lectures, workshops, 
take-home resources). The literature pertaining to WSAs 
in relation to wellbeing is explored in greater detail in 
the ‘Whole School Approach to Wellbeing in Childhood 
and Adolescence’ report (Zhou et al., 2024). In short, it 
is a holistic approach to interventions whereby different 
aspects of the school as a community and an institution 
are considered. A WSA focus on involving the entire 
school ecosystem in a bullying intervention, rather than 
the population in which the intervention is delivered to. 
As such, a WSA can include both universal interventions 
(non-discriminatory target population) and targeted 
interventions (interventions provided to an at-risk 
population for bullying).

Curriculum and Social Skills Training
Bullying interventions can also be delivered as a curriculum 
or skill training program, whereby students are taught and 
guided in gaining a better understanding of bullying and 
their roles within it, and how to proactively react to this 
understanding. Methods of delivery often include class 
discussions, role play, lectures, reading materials, and 
video content (Committee for Children, 2008; Vreeman 
& Carroll, 2007). Interventions with social skills training 
components are those which explicitly seek to support 
student skill and emotional regulation development. This 
could be interpreted as the development of pro-sociality, 
such as through the encouragement of students to be 
pro-active bystanders and intervene when witnessing 
bullying or through targeting agency (Andreou et al., 
2007; Committee for Children, 2005; Da Silva et al., 2016; 
Itzkovich et al., 2021; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007).

Digital Interventions
Digital elements have been implemented as a delivery 
method through which bullying intervention can be 
provided, such as online platforms with resources (Arango 
et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2023; Salmivalli et al., 2011). The 
implementation of wellbeing interventions through a 
digital medium is explored in greater depth in ‘Wellbeing 
in a digital world: online facilitated interventions to support 
wellbeing in childhood and adolescence’ report (Zhou et 
al., 2024), which schools are encouraged to read.  

Interventions
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Table of Interventions and Measurements

A synthesis of the extensive bullying intervention 
literature is outlined in Table 1. The interventions 
presented were those that were frequently referenced 
within the literature, were of high academic rigour, and 
were delivered across a variety of school contexts, with 
the aim to present schools with a non-exhaustive list of 
interventions to generate discussion amongst school 
stakeholders. Useful systematic and meta-analytical 
reviews for schools to explore in greater depth were 
conducted by Ttofi and Farrington (2011), and Gaffney et 
al. (2019). The interventions presented in Table 1 represent 
universal interventions, whereby the intervention is 
delivered across populations. When delivering bullying 
interventions, schools should be conscious of the ‘Healthy 
Context Paradox’, where those still being bullied might 
experience exacerbated negative effects of bullying as 
general levels of bullying within their school contexts 
have decreased (Salmivalli, 2023). As such, schools might 
consider using targeted bullying interventions alongside 
universal interventions in specific cases. 

It should also be noted that most bullying interventions 
specifically target bullying behaviours, and as such, 
outcome measurements tend to be bullying related 

as opposed to explicitly wellbeing related. Not only is 
there a wealth of evidence linking bullying with negative 
wellbeing outcomes (see above ‘Bullying and wellbeing’ 
section), but this relationship also makes logical sense, 
and schools might instinctively want to reduce bullying in 
order to better support student wellbeing. Though many 
studies do not explicitly measure wellbeing outcomes, 
in the context of this report, the reduction of bullying 
behaviours can be interpreted as a potential indicator for 
improved wellbeing related outcomes.

Named and validated measurements often cited in the 
studies in Table 1 are reported in Table 2, though many 
other measures and questions have been and could be 
used. Many of these measures have not been validated 
across different linguistic contexts. For further insights 
into measurement tools pertaining to bullying and 
bystander experiences, please explore the Compendium 
of Assessment Tools (Hamburger et al., 2011) and Xie et 
al. (2023). Again, it is stressed that schools should reflect 
critically on the appropriateness of the intervention and 
the implementation of the intervention within their school’s 
own unique context. School stakeholders should consider 
student and staff voice activities as a foundational piece 
of understanding perspectives on bullying behaviour 
within their unique school ecosystem (Taylor et al., 2022).
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Implementation Strategies

In systematic reviews of bullying interventions, the 
literature finds mixed results pertaining to the efficacy 
of the interventions in reducing bullying and improving 
wellbeing, with considerable variation across contexts 
(Evans et al., 2014; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). However, 
school based anti-bullying programs are generally 
considered as effective (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). 
Interventions are diverse in nature, and there are 
many different implementation techniques which are 
incorporated within anti-bullying programmes (Ttofi 
& Farrington, 2011). Research has highlighted the 
importance of having clear intervention objectives for 
different target populations (Stevens et al., 2001), as well 
as having national policy to support these interventions 
(Sadjadi et al., 2022). The primary recommendation 
that schools should take from this report is to consider 
the appropriateness of the intervention for their specific 
context.

In a meta-analysis exploring which components make 
for an effective bullying intervention, Gaffney et al. (2021) 
identified the following as having significant intervention 
effects: 

1. Whole School Approach
2. Anti-bullying policies
3. Working with victims 
4. Classroom rules and management
5. Curriculum materials
6. Information for parents
7. Informal peer involvement
8. Mental health support

Many of these components can be reflected in the 
interventions outlined in Table 1. Here we will enquire 
further into components which were often reflected in 
Table 1. 

The whole school approach has been considered across 
many of the interventions in Table 1 such as KiVa and OBPP, 
whereby interventions which involve the whole school 
ecosystem. A recurring characteristic within many of the 
interventions highlighted in the report is the provision 
of staff training, addressing teachers in the school 
system (e.g., in Zippy’s Friends, ViSC, LINKlusive, Friendly 
Schools, Steps to Respect, OBPP, KiVa, and Second Step). 
The broader field of intervention research recognises 
the need for appropriate training for intervention 
implementors to support the efficacy of an intervention 
(Durlak & DuPre, 2008). In addition to training support for 
staff, it is important that staff training for health-related 
interventions is accessible in terms of its scheduling, 
delivery methods, training content, affordability, resource 
availability, relevance, and the appropriateness of training 
content (Sadjadi et al., 2022). 

Many of the interventions outlined in Table 1 contain a 
technological element to the intervention (e.g., OBPP, 
KiVa, LINKlusive), which can represent curriculum 
materials. There have been recent advancements in the 
use of technology in bullying interventions, though there 
is still scope for greater technological assistance within 
the interventions (Nocentini et al., 2015). In the systematic 
review of technology-assisted bullying interventions 
conducted by Nocentini et al. (2015), technology is 
often used through different mediums, including but 
not limited to serious games (e.g. games used for 
educational purposes), virtual reality programmes, and 
online activities. Digital implementation strategies can 
be personalised to each student’s experience, allow 
for learning within a safe and anonymous space, be an 
attractive resource to students, and be used to bolster 
in-person interventions (Chen et al., 2023; Nocentini et al., 
2015).

Restorative approaches within anti-bullying programmes 
focus on building communities of care, whereby all those 
involved within bullying are supported, and perpetrators 
are held accountable for their actions but are also 
recipients of support (Morrison, 2002). A core element 
of restorative practice is holistic in nature, and actively 
incorporates those directly involved in the bullying, the 
wider group of students or classroom, school staff, as well 
as families (Acosta et al., 2019). It is necessary for schools 
to consider bullying beyond the school confines, and to 
involve the families of students (Silva et al., 2017; Stevens 
et al., 2001). Such approaches might reflect many of the 
components outlined above, such as WSA, anti-bullying 
policies, working with  victims, and information for parents.. 
Further research is needed, however, in order to better 
understand the effects of each of these inter-community 
interactions (Acosta et al., 2019), though there is evidence 
which finds restorative whole school approaches to 
significantly reduce bullying as well as increase both 
empathy and self-esteem (Wong et al., 2011). 

The field of bullying literature has identified that teachers 
can be detached from the acts of bullying between 
students (Eriksen, 2018; Khanolainen et al., 2021), 
suggesting that student voices should be incorporated 
in the development of bullying interventions, as they are 
the individuals who experience bullying. As such, Gaffney 
et al. (2021) found that interventions which incorporated 
peer interactions in contexts where they would naturally 
occur significantly reduce both bullying victimisation and 
perpetration (informal peer involvement component). 
Working with students to help them counsel and 
support one another can encourage active listening 
and communication between the students (Lee et al., 
2015). The NoTrap! Program is an intervention in which 
students are involved in the intervention, with specific 
peer led workshops. In addition, NoTrap! is an example of 
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an intervention which was first developed by researchers 
and subsequently students then adapted and shaped it; 
this student involvement in the intervention allows for 
students to feel respected and having responsibility over 
the initiative helps motivate students to be involved in the 
intervention (Palladino et al., 2016).

Further Considerations and Suggestions

Though much of the literature surrounding bullying finds 
that interventions are effective in reducing bullying itself, 
as well as related outcomes, there are limitations to the 
extent to which these findings can be applicable across 
contexts. For example, evidence has found that within 
bullying intervention literature, there is considerable 
variety in effect size and a limited number of interventions 
were found to have a negative effect (Gaffney et al., 
2021; Merrell et al., 2008). Despite the extensive size 
of the corpus of bullying literature, there are many 
methodological limitations in the field that restrict how 
much of this literature can be generalised to various 
settings (Evans et al., 2014).

In addition, cultural differences are of considerable 
importance when investigating bullying interventions and 
understanding appropriateness across different school 
contexts. Reviews of the field have frequently stated how 
the existing corpus of the literature contains elements 
of cultural specificity, and that caution should be placed 
when making cross-cultural assumptions (Evans et al., 
2014; Gaffney et al., 2019). One such critique highlights that 
the majority of bullying intervention empirical evidence 
comes from high-income countries, with very limited data 
from schools in low- and middle-income countries (Doty 
et al., 2022; Sivaraman et al., 2019). To illustrate cultural 
differences in bullying intervention research, Gaffney et 
al. (2019) found that, while school-based interventions 
are generally effective in reducing school-bullying 
perpetration and victimisation, the level of intervention 
effectiveness differs across countries. The variation in 
intervention effectiveness across different countries 
highlights the critical importance of schools carefully 
evaluating and adapting bullying intervention strategies 
from literature to align with their unique cultural contexts 
and societal factors. This is further stressed by Gaffney 
et al. (2019) who emphasise the need to implement 
interventions that acknowledge cultural differences in 

bullying behaviour. They highlight this through the case 
of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), which 
was first implemented in Norway and received more 
positive results there than when it was implemented in 
the United States. 
Furthermore, the prevalence of cyberbullying has 
emerged as a significant concern in recent years (Zhu 
et al., 2021). With the frequent use of digital technologies 
and social media platforms among youths, bullying 
behaviour has extended beyond the physical boundaries 
of schools and into the virtual realm. The anonymity and 
reach of the internet can amplify the negative impacts of 
cyberbullying, making it a challenging issue to address. 
As such, schools must adapt their bullying intervention 
strategies to consider not only traditional forms of bullying 
but also cyberbullying. This may involve educating 
students, teachers, and parents about the risks and 
consequences of cyberbullying, implementing monitoring 
and reporting mechanisms for online behaviour, and 
encouraging responsible use of technology (Gradinger 
et al., 2016; Olweus et al., 2019). Additionally, school and 
parental collaboration with technology companies, law 
enforcement agencies, and online safety organisations 
can also aid in developing comprehensive approaches to 
address cyberbullying effectively.
The report thus far has focused on bullying in and 
amongst students, but it is vital that we highlight that 
teachers can also be victims of bullying, both from 
students and other staff members (Riley et al., 2011; 
Steffgen & Ewen, 2007). This is a crucial aspect that 
cannot be overlooked. For more information on the 
importance of staff wellbeing we encourage school 
stakeholders to read our Wellbeing for Schoolteachers 
report (Taylor et al., 2024). Understanding that teachers 
and school staff are also at risk of being a bullying victim, 
and/or perpetrator, further emphasises the importance 
of considering holistic, whole school approaches to 
bullying intervention implementation. By acknowledging 
the diverse range of bullying scenarios, including the 
potential for teachers and staff to be targeted, schools 
can develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
the challenges they face. This awareness can inform the 
development of tailored, inclusive strategies to effectively 
address bullying. A holistic approach should encompass 
preventive measures, intervention protocols, and support 
systems that cater to the needs of all stakeholders within 
the educational community, regardless of their roles or 
positions.
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It is clear from the literature that positive peer relations 
and social support are vital to wellbeing throughout 
the life course. Bullying can have pervasive and long-
lasting impacts for young people, even into adulthood. 
Such impacts include child and adult wellbeing, as well 
as wellbeing-related outcomes such as anxiety, mental 
health issues, and lifestyle behaviours such as substance 
use and abuse. Schools are a critical point to address and 
intervene, for the sake of not only their school community 
and for wider society. 

Schools can explore the body of literature for best 
practices and intervention characteristics to improve peer 
relations by reducing bullying and mitigating against its 
negative outcomes, whilst also considering the relevance 
of these intervention elements to their own unique school 
context and with their unique and diverse population. It is 
important for schools to work with and support all those 
involved within the group phenomenon of bullying (i.e., 
bullies, victims, bully-victims, and bystanders), as well 
as those who are indirectly involved, such as teachers, 
parents, and school staff. Schools should pay particular 
attention to interventions which consider different aspects 
of school life and take a multi-component approach. 

Bullying is a complex phenomenon, and is evolving in 
our ever-changing society, particularly in relation to 
our world and lives becoming increasingly digitalised. 
There is considerable, global anxiety surrounding the 
rise of digital technologies and their consequences on 
cyberbullying, and how evasive such a form of bullying 
can be. As such, the field of bullying research and bullying 
intervention evidence might change in future years as 
the field develops in parallel to wider society. This report 
emphasises the need for schools to consider bullying 
interventions within the context of the needs of their own 
specific communities and address the most pressing 
issues of relevance to said communities. Implementing 
these interventions during childhood and adolescence 
allows for the potential to mitigate the negative impacts 
of bullying, thereby not only aiding in improving individual 
student wellbeing, but also leading to positive societal 
impacts by diminishing the need for societal support 
toward those whose lives were negatively impacted by the 
effects of childhood bullying.

Summary
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