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Over recent decades, bullying, and the more recent version of cyberbullying, have come to
be recognized as important social and public health issues, generating an increasing volume of
publications. It has been understood as a global, international issue, as evidenced in the UNESCO 2017
report on School Violence and Bullying: School Status Report. It has mainly been studied in schools,
but it can occur in many contexts. Wherever it occurs, it can have harmful and pernicious effects, either
short-term or long-term, for all involved including bystanders. For the victims especially, outcomes
can include loss of self-esteem, depression, suicidal tendency, health problems, and reduced academic
or work performance. Perpetrators, if unchallenged, can learn that this kind of abusive behavior can
be carried out with impunity and continue on a pathway of antisocial behavior.

Most scholarship on bullying references the social-ecological model, which situates the individual
at the center of concentric circles representing the various contexts in which the individual develops:
Family and school, neighborhood, community and society, and historical time. As we move forward in
this field, we need to examine how those larger, more distant layers impact the work done in schools.

From the origins of research on bullying, there have been attempts to intervene, noticeably
in school settings. These are having some success, as evidenced by meta-analyses [1] and by
collected contributions from across the globe [2,3]. An important phase in current research is to
document successes and failures in anti-bullying interventions, and relate these to our rapidly growing
knowledge base.

This Special Issue contains 14 contributions on the topic of interventions against bullying, including
cyberbullying, and similar abusive behaviors, such as dating violence. There are also some papers in
this Special Issue that assess positive or protective factors, such as well-being, self-efficacy, and school
climate. Eight of the 14 contributions directly assess the effects of an intervention, with pre-/post-test
designs and experimental and control groups. The other contributions examine a range of relevant
topics, such as teacher attitudes, and pupils’ confidence in intervening rather than being passive
bystanders. Ten countries are represented among the authors, although both Spain and Italy make
several contributions. Most of the articles are about secondary schools (pupils or teachers), but there
are also contributions on early childhood, primary school, and university.

Many issues are highlighted in the contributions, but here we mention a few. One important
aspect in interventions is whether bystanders (who often form a ‘silent majority’) feel empowered to
act in a more prosocial way and defend a victim [4]. As shown in [5], this may depend in part on
the pupil’s own self-confidence, but also on wider aspects, such as class cohesion, or school climate.
Victims too may or may not feel able to cope with bullying in effective ways; coping strategies can be
enhanced as indicated in several studies [6–8].

IJERPH 2019, 16, 1810; doi:10.3390/ijerph16101810 www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph1
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Many interventions are broad-brush approaches given to a whole class or whole school. These can
be valuable, but as shown in [9], they may be differentially effective for different pupils. Some pupils
may need more targeted interventions, and it will be important to identify who they are as well as
what kind of intervention is needed.

The actual interventions used at class or school level vary across particular programs [6–13].
However, they generally include some awareness-raising components, the role of bystanders,
suggestions about coping strategies, and, in some cases, peer support elements in which other
pupils can offer advice. However, for interventions against school bullying, teachers clearly have a
vital and leading role; usually, they are delivering the anti-bullying programs. Several contributions
focus on the teacher’s role, including their attitude and confidence [14] and how their actions may
be perceived by parents [15], or pupils [16]. One contribution [8] focusses on martial arts training,
suggesting that traditional approaches focusing directly on bullying have had rather little success.
In fact, direct approaches do have some success [1], but there is a balance to be struck between more
general preventative approaches, and specific anti-bullying work—which is found already in some
programs such as KiVa [7].

Unfortunately, the abuse of power is always going to be a temptation for some individuals who
are in a powerful position—whether in schools or in the wider society. It is not going to be possible to
‘eliminate’ bullying. However, we can take actions to reduce its prevalence, to provide more effective
help for victims, to assist bystanders to act positively, to encourage perpetrators to change their ways,
and generally to improve safety and climate in schools and other settings [17,18]. This is likely to be
especially important in schools, generally seen as the preparation for adult life.

On a more somber note, one of the corresponding authors, Anna Constanza Baldry, sadly died
after her contribution [13] was accepted. Correspondence about this article should be addressed to one
of her co-authors.

Author Contributions: All three authors shared equally in the editing of the articles in this Special Issue.
The Editorial was drafted by Peter Smith and further edited and approved by Sheri Bauman and Dennis Wong.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: Research on cyberbullying amongst students has tended to be conducted separately within
specific education institutional contexts, schools, further education (FE) and higher education (HE),
neglecting a view that takes account of the entire educational lifespan. The present article addresses
this gap in the literature, providing a novel take on examining its nature, social environments, legal
consequences and potentially helpful interventions. To facilitate this, the article conceptualises
cyberbullying in broad terms, recognising that it can take multiple forms of online and digital practice
including: spreading rumours, ridiculing and/or demeaning another person, casting aspirations on
the grounds of race, disability, gender, religion or sexual orientation; seeking revenge or deliberately
embarrassing a person by posting intimate photos or videos about them without their consent;
accessing another’s social networking profiles with malicious intent and socially excluding a person
from a social network or gaming site. This article demonstrates that harm from cyberbullying is
a cause for concern for students at each developmental stage and that there are continuities in its
appearance that need to be challenged at each point in the educational lifespan. And inaccurately,
by university, the idea that ‘nothing can be done’ still is one of the main concerns for the victims.
The article concludes with five key recommendations for future research and practice across the
educational lifespan.

Keywords: cyberbullying; peer support; bystanders; moral disengagement; cyberbullying and the
law; mental health; social environment; cyberbullying interventions; educational lifespan

1. The Nature of Cyberbullying

In the past decade, cyberbullying has emerged as a phenomenon at the school, college and
university levels. Definitions of cyberbullying fall into two main categories. Some researchers view
cyberbullying as a new form of traditional bullying, following the classical definition originally
proposed by Olweus, which states that it is repeated over time, involves a power imbalance between
perpetrator and target and has an intention to harm. In fact, Olweus, describes cyberbullying as “an
overrated phenomenon”, preferring to view it as simply an extension of traditional bullying into the
virtual world. He argues that cyberbullying has low prevalence and that most of those who are being
cyberbullied are also being bullied in traditional ways in the ‘real’ world [1].

By contrast, other researchers [2–4] consider that cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying
in distinctive ways since it can invade all aspects of a target’s privacy day and night, both at home
and at the educational institution where the target studies. Furthermore, the perpetrators can choose
to disguise their identity, so heightening the target students’ insecurity about the quality of their
relationships since they may not know which members of their peer group are involved in the
cyberbullying. Additionally, if a harmful message “goes viral” through the actions of bystanders who

IJERPH 2019, 16, 1217; doi:10.3390/ijerph16071217 www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph4
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forward the messages to others in their networks, the cybervictim’s distress is compounded. Finally,
if, in a ‘one-off’ attack, the action is severe, such as sharing a sexually explicit image of the victim, it
transcends the boundaries of cyberbullying and in some countries becomes a criminal offence [5].

From this second perspective, like traditional face-to-face bullying, cyberbullying involves the
deliberate intent to hurt a person or persons repeatedly over time. However, researchers such as
Schulze-Krumbholz et al. found structural differences in cyberbullying when compared to traditional
bullying with an absence of the “pure” cybervictim category in their sample of 6260 adolescents. In their
study, they found that the perpetrators of cyberbullying reported that they had been bullied themselves
in traditional ways. The researchers speculate that the anonymity of cyberbullying enabled these
young people to fight back in ways that would be impossible face-to-face. This study confirms that
there is some overlap between traditional and cyberbullying but that the latter has its own distinctive
nature [6]. Boulton et al. conclude from their research into bullying at university that findings from
traditional bullying should not be generalised to cyberbullying and vice versa. Furthermore, they
argue, each broad category (whether bullying or cyberbullying) has sub-types of behaviour, each of
which may be distinctive in its own right. They recommend a focus on attitudes towards the behaviour
of both bullies and victims to predict whether a student will engage in bullying or cyberbullying in the
future [2].

For the purpose of this article, we acknowledge the distinctive features of cyberbullying while at
the same time accepting that to some extent there is an overlap between traditional and cyberbullying.
In order to move the agenda along and look at continuities across the educational lifespan, and
the ever-evolving nature of social media platforms, technology and the internet, we also argue that
cyberbullying, as a stand-alone category, has to be considered in order to understand more deeply
its potential for social and emotional harm to those directly involved as well as to the witnesses and
bystanders. The objective of this paper is to address the following two research questions:

(1) To what extent has cyberbullying across the lifespan of education, that is from primary/elementary
school, through college to university, been identified as an issue?

(2) What are the implications for educational establishments and educators to reduce and prevent
cyberbullying across this learning lifespan?

2. Research Findings on Cyberbullying

Most of the research on cyberbullying has taken place in schools and we can gain a great deal of
knowledge from this literature about the phenomenon [7]. More recently, there has been an upsurge
of interest in cyberbullying among post-16 students, whether in further education (college) or higher
education (university), for example, in Canada [8–10], in Finland [11,12], in the US [13] and in the
UK [14]. The systematic review of cyberbullying among adults by Jenaro, Flores and Frias (2018)
provides useful evidence on prevalence, contributing factors, short- and long-term impact and the
role of bystanders. Although this review focuses on adults, in practice the authors found that most
of the studies had been carried out in college student populations. They conclude that the impact
of cyberbullying may be as severe amongst adult populations as amongst children but they note the
buffering effect of personal and environmental factors, with emotional intelligence (in the individual)
and social support (in the school and community environment) being the most influential variables [15].

Essentially, research into cyberbullying indicates negative immediate effects on the target
with potentially harmful long-term impacts on psychosocial development, self-esteem, academic
achievement and mental health [16–19]. For the students who are the targets of such bullying
behaviours, the experience is unpleasant and distressing in the short term. However, for some there are
longer term negative consequences for their mental health and their academic career. Bullying affects
the target’s self-esteem and often leads to social withdrawal from peer-group networks. Consequently,
victims of cyberbullying run a heightened risk of mental health disorders, including depression and
social anxiety [12,13]. For example, Schenk and Fremouw found that college student victims of
cyberbullying were more likely than non-bullied peers to suffer from depression, anxiety and a range
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of psychosomatic complaints, as well as academic difficulties [20]. Research into the experiences of
lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgendered (LGBT) students confirms the negative effect of bullying
on the mental health of targets. One National Union of Students (NUS) survey [21] found that one in
five lesbian, gay and bi-sexual (LGB) students and one in three transgendered (T) students reported
at least one form of bullying on campus; many reported that they had to pass as ‘straight’ in order
to protect themselves from homophobia and transphobia. Rivers and Valentine et al. report on the
extremely negative effect that such treatment had on the mental health of staff and students [22,23]. In
extremes, this could lead to suicide.

Cyberbullying involves many, if not all, of the children in a school class since not only the
perpetrators and targets are affected but also the witnesses who view negative online messages and
harmful video clips and who may in turn forward them to other people for their own amusement,
regardless of the feelings of the victim. Cyberbullies are often rewarded for their online behaviour by
the approval of the peer group. On the surface, they are the dominant ones with a côterie of admiring
followers, but research indicates that the long-term outcomes for them are not good in terms of mental
health, social competence and anti-social behaviour [24]. There is a high risk that they will continue to
repeat their cyberbullying behaviour [25] since their popularity (which they value) is based on fear and
intimidation rather than genuine friendship, making it highly likely that they will continue this method
of relating to others as a means of acceptance in their peer group across the educational lifespan.

Cyberbullying among post-16 students continues to cause harmful effects on fellow students. It
takes many forms, including such behaviours as: spreading nasty rumours on the grounds of race,
disability, gender, religion and sexual orientation; ridiculing or demeaning a person; social exclusion;
unwelcome sexual advances; stalking; threatening someone online; revealing personal information
about a person that was shared in confidence [14]. West in two studies of cyberbullying among college
students in the age-group 16–19 years, found that victims reported such disturbing behaviour as:
being told to kill themselves; being sexually harassed; being taunted on account of their religion; being
bullied on account of their sexual orientation; being attacked by a ‘gang’ of former friends on Twitter;
having nasty comments posted online by a former romantic partner. The emotions experienced by
the targets of bullying included anger, hurt, sadness, depression, embarrassment, anxiety, difficulty in
concentrating, isolation, self-blame, fear, suicidal thoughts; victims also reported that the cyberbullying
had an adverse effect on their capacity to study and on their ability to form social relationships online
and in the real world. In the same study, the students who admitted to being cyberbullies reported
reasons that included: fun; revenge; anger; jealousy; provocation; desire for power and status; freedom
to behave in this way through the anonymity of the social media [26,27]. These findings are confirmed
in a larger Canadian study (N = 1925) by Faucher et al. (2014) who also noted that women students
were more vulnerable to attack through such forms of cyberbullying as “sexting”, “morphing”, “virtual
rape” and “revenge porn” [9]. Phipps and Young made similar discoveries in their study of bullying
and harassment among UK university students [28].

As indicated in many studies globally and across the educational lifespan, the effects of
cyberbullying on mental health can be long-lasting [12,13,29,30]. The public nature of cyberbullying
means that it can create a social context where cyberbullying is perceived as “normal” and “acceptable”
([5] p. 1172). Sexting (the exchange of online sexual images or videos) whether generated by others or
self-generated, has contributed to recent increases in cyberbullying. This kind of material may begin
within a close friendship group or couple but can quickly go viral and be circulated, without consent,
to a much larger audience.

3. Cyberbullying across the Educational Lifespan

There is, a small, but growing, body of evidence to suggest that there is some continuity in being
a bully or a victim from childhood through adolescence and into young adulthood [9,31,32]. Curwen
et al. in a retrospective study of 186 university students who admitted to bullying their peers, found
that, although there was an overall decrease in the incidence of verbal and physical bullying between
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high school and university, a substantial proportion of the student bullies in their study had also
engaged in bullying behaviour at elementary and high school levels [33]. Chapell et al. found that
over half of the adult bullies in their sample had also bullied others during childhood and adolescence.
They conclude that this history of bullying indicates long-term benefits so that the behaviour becomes
entrenched and continues to be a successful strategy for improving the bully’s social status [34]. Not
only that, there is evidence that bullies are popular amongst their peers and that bystanders are often
indifferent to the suffering of the victims [25] and that this insensitivity to others’ distress increases
over time [35]. The impact on the victims is well documented within the school setting and is emerging
as a core focus for looking at cyberbullying within the university sector [31]. The evidence indicates
that, while cyberbullying behaviours follow the traditional bullying notions of an imbalance of power,
with the added dimension of the internet, the anonymity of the behaviours gives ‘more power’ to the
perpetrators and a greater feeling of helplessness to the victims. Additionally, the anonymity of the
internet gives perceived power to former victims who can then take revenge on those who tormented
them without the repercussions which would happen in a face-to-face context.

Furthermore, we also need to take account of the social contexts where the cyberbullying takes
place. As Cassidy et al., argue: “Power imbalances are prevalent in the hierarchical context of
universities: administrator to faculty member, senior to junior faculty, tenured to untenured, faculty
to staff, supervisor to graduate student, instructor to student, not to mention imbalances based on
gender, age, ethnicity, race, social status, and sexual orientation, which can permeate all of those
relationships.”([36], p. 2) Indeed, in their research into cyberbullying among students, faculty staff and
administrators at four Canadian universities, they link their analysis of cyberbullying to the power and
control model, adapted from the field of intimate partner violence, which considers behaviours such
as “intimidation, threats, harmful language, social standing, exclusion and harassment in the exercise
of power and control over another in a relationship.” ([36], p. 2) Furthermore, they demonstrate that
the internet and relevant communication technologies can be used to carry out any, or all, of these
forms of behaviour. They conclude that “currently too many students and faculty are suffering the
impacts of cyberbullying in isolation, frustrated with the attempts for solving their situations, without
any clear guidelines to follow, and within the context of a university culture which benignly seems to
tolerate such actions.” ([36], p. 16).

Because of the global reach of the internet, social media platforms and any aggressive online
behaviour such as cyberbullying, it follows that research within the university sector is global in
its production. Increasingly, researchers in universities reach the same conclusion, namely that
cyberbullying is a vast problem and that something has to be done about it [37,38].

4. The Role of the Bystander/Witness

Bullying is rarely something that happens only between two individuals, the bully and the victim.
Rather, it happens in a social context where bystanders are fully aware of what is happening and take
on distinctive participant roles, such as bully, victim, assistant, reinforcer, outsider and defender [39].
In fact, Salmivalli argues that bystanders/outsiders are trapped in a moral dilemma. Although they
understand that bullying is wrong, they are acutely aware of their own need for security within the
peer group [39]. Many bullies enjoy tormenting a vulnerable peer “for fun” and this can involve
entertainment value for the onlookers [40]. The ways in which bystanders respond has a powerful
impact on whether the cyberbullying continues or, even worse, goes viral. Through the actions of
bystanders, a message that was intended for one other person or for a small group of close friends
can quickly be sent to strangers without the permission of the target person. Too often, it is easier for
the bystanders to enjoy the spectacle of another’s distress than to challenge the bullies. Bystanders
may even blame the victims for not being capable of defending themselves [41]. This indifference,
or moral disengagement, is often justified on the grounds that the victim in some way deserved the
treatment being meted out to them. In fact, by forwarding distressing images or videos, bystanders
collude with the bullies and demonstrate that a process of moral disengagement has taken place [42].
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The bystanders’ lack of action to support the victim of cyberbullying can be explained in several ways.
They may be afraid of becoming a target in turn if they challenge the bullies or defend the victim and
they may justify their actions by rationalising them in terms of blaming the victim [35]. They may even
admire the bullies and feel pride in the bullies’ actions [43]. In turn, the actions of bystanders influence
the behaviour of the wider peer group, for example, in whether to condone the cyberbullying or to
defend the victim publicly.

However, many bystanders report feelings of discomfort and concern when they witness the
occurrence of cyberbullying. Condeza et al. ([44], p. 44) report the following comments from witnesses
of cyberbullying at a university in Chile:

“I felt powerless about the offenders’ anonymity, and I felt ignorant because I did not know
what to do.” (female, second year)

“It angered me, but since it was not my friend, I cannot intervene.” (male, second year)

Additionally, these researchers found that 44.5% of their sample of witnesses reported that they
were afraid of becoming cybervictims if they intervened [44].

The problem has become so serious in the UK that Universities UK (UUK) has issued a report,
Changing the Culture, on sexual violence, harassment and hate crime on campus with a list of
recommendations, emphasising prevention, that all universities should take on board, which we
will discuss below in the section on the complexities of cyberbullying and the law [45].

Victims’ reactions to cyberbullying are crucial in understanding its incidence and impact. Some
researchers argue that there are distinctive roles that can be assigned. For example, Cunningham et al
surveyed 1004 university students and found that more than 60% of respondents reported involvement
in cyberbullying in the following ways: 45.7% had been witnesses, 5.7% had been victims, 4.9% were
perpetrator victims and 4.5% were perpetrators [46]. These are similar roles to the ones suggested by
Salmivalli in her research on school bullying [39].

5. Victim Coping Strategies in Cyberbullying

Recent research considers cyberbullying in the university setting and its possible relationship
with other personal and family variables. For example, Martinez-Monteagudo et al. consider the
predictive capacity of the family environment and emotional intelligence in relation to cyberbullying
among university students [47]. They sampled 1282 students and found that a deteriorated family
environment increased the probability of being both a victim and a perpetrator of cyberbullying.
Furthermore, they also found that the emotional intelligence of the students had a correlation with
predicting the levels of participation in cyberbullying. They argue that: “ . . . part of the problem of
cyberbullying in the university setting may depend on the quality of the student’s family relationships
and EI level. These are variables that have yet to receive much attention from the scientific field. Thus,
the family is seen to play a relevant role as a protective factor from cyberbullying, even in a university
setting, controlling the behaviour of its members and the use of new technologies. Similarly, EI acts
as a protective factor to prevent students from being victims as well as aggressors, highlighting the
fundamental role exercised by emotional regulation in students. Thus, it is corroborated that both
variables are relevant factors to be taken into consideration when developing social and educational
policies, and when developing intervention programs to alleviate this problem.” ([47] p. 224).

Such research demonstrates the continuities and patterns across the educational lifespan, but
crucially also suggests that even though the students are at university, there is still an element of family
involvement and engagement that will help the student if they become involved in a cyberbullying
scenario. This is also pertinent since an increasing number of students choose to live at home whilst
they study to keep down the costs and expenditure of being at university. Assumptions that students
are over 18 and able to defend for themselves need to be challenged as positive relationships with the
family emerge as a coping mechanism for involvement in cyberbullying, as they do for school students.
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Attachments to members of the peer group are also significant, as McCloughlin et al. found in
their survey of Australian adolescents [48]. Young people in this age-group have a strong need for
social connectedness. Those who were more socially connected had better mental health than those
who were not and had more effective defences against cyberbullying when it happened. The less
young people feel socially connected to their peer group, the lower their self-esteem and the greater
their sense of loneliness, both offline and online [49].

Gender also plays a very significant role in cyberbullying across the educational lifespan, notably
at the university level. Cunningham et al., found that male students were more likely than their female
counterparts to report as perpetrators or bully-victims [46], while Boulton et al., argued that the male
undergraduates in their study viewed cyberbullying and those who perpetrate it, less negatively than
the female students did [2].

Younger victims may try to fight back (often unsuccessfully) against the bullies or express their
distress through tears and emotional displays, so risking further physical and psychological attacks
from the bullies, and contempt from bystanders [50]. As victims progress through the educational
lifespan, they are less likely to retaliate actively but are more likely to employ passive tactics, such
as blocking or ignoring. As Kernaghan and Elwood argue in their qualitative study of cyberbullying
during early adolescence, the cyberbullying event becomes a performance where the bystanders take
the role of audience to a drama. The more the victims become distressed, the greater the entertainment
and the less likely that bystanders will intervene to help [51]. Similarly, in focus groups, the adolescents
in the study by Purdy and York reported that during an episode of cyberbullying, it is often easier to go
along with the crowd since they were afraid that the bullies would turn on them [35]. Understandably,
victims learn to disguise their true feelings. As children become adolescents, they are less likely
to engage in fighting fire with fire, perhaps because of such negative experiences from peers and
perceived inaction from adults. By the time cybervictims are at university, while they may have learned
that aggressive retaliation achieves little, many have failed to find alternative coping strategies to
reduce or prevent the cyberbullying [52].

A small number of studies indicate that the university sector could be better equipped to deal with
cyberbullying, with lecturers and other staff becoming more proactive in helping. When considering
victims of cyberbullying and how they deal with the situation whilst at university research is scant, in
comparison to the school setting. Nonetheless there are some illuminating studies. For example, Orel
et al., in a sample of 282 students, investigated the coping strategies the students would potentially use
in response to future cyberbullying incidents. Blocking of the perpetrator was found to be the most
common tactic considered [53], but does this passive tactic solve the problem?

Research from the school setting provides strong evidence that telling someone about being
bullied is a crucial first step to resolving the problem, however, studies of college and university
cyberbullying find that victims feel, at university, that telling someone about their situation will
not result in a satisfactory outcome. For instance, Alqahtani et al., in their study of 165 university
students found that 49% of students felt that their university could not or would not do anything about
cyberbullying, even if it was reported; 47% felt that university staff would not believe or understand
them even if they did complain or report what had happened [54]. Thus interventions that actively
encourage children to tell someone that they are being cyberbullied, for example a member of staff
from the pastoral care team, a school nurse or a peer supporter, are not being carried over to FE and
HE levels so therefore are not being practiced across the educational lifespan.

6. The Victim-Offender Cycle

In Finland, Pörhölä [25,55] found that nearly half of those who reported being bullied at university
had previously been subjected to school bullying. Retrospective studies, for example, Bauman and
Newman in the US, also indicate that there is a high likelihood that university students who report
being bullied were also bullied at junior and high school levels, but that being a stable victim from junior
high to high school and then to university was more characteristic of male than female students [56].
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However, the distinctive participant roles that are often researched and reported in more traditional
forms of bullying [39] are not always as clear cut in cyberbullying incidents. Some researchers [2]
have argued that it is almost impossible to make the distinction between the ‘bully’ and the ‘victim’
in the online world where cybervictims hide behind anonymity to become cyberbullies in revenge.
Similarly, at secondary school level, Schultze-Krumbholz, et al., found that adolescents who bully
others online are very likely to have been victims themselves [6]. Cyberbullying research confirms
some degree of continuity across the educational lifespan but there are also discontinuities that need
to be further investigated.

The discipline of criminology potentially offers useful insights since the ‘victim/offender’ cycle
is played out in different criminal scenarios and the distinction between roles is not that clear cut.
Decades of research have shown that there exists a connection between the perpetrator and the target,
which has a number of complicated dynamics that need further investigation [57], with some arguing
that the overlap is developmental in its nature and predictable from childhood [58] and others arguing
that the relationship is so “intimately connected” that trying to understand victims and offenders as
separate entities is not possible [59]. Clearly, the relationship between cyberbully and victim is key
to understanding the wider cultural context and significance of the act [60] and is an area of further
study that is needed when considering cyberbullying across the educational lifespan.

The victim/offender relationship is a difficult area to unpack when it comes to cyberbullying
and research is beginning to show that it becomes even more difficult within the university sector
because of the age and potential previous experience of all those who are involved. One way to begin
to understand the complex interactions is to look at reactions to cyberbullying when it occurs. For
example, Eristi and Akbulut surveyed 567 undergraduate students and 211 high school students.
Among this sample they found that 170 (29.98%) of the undergraduates and 120 (56.87%) of the
school aged students had been cyberbullied within the last six months prior to the study. They then
considered and investigated the behavioural cyberbullying reactions of victimised students under four
key factors, which were revenge, countermeasure, negotiation and avoidance. They also considered
victimized students’ emotional reactions as either internalizing (for example, ‘fear’, ‘panic’, ‘anxiety’
‘embarrassment’ or ‘guilt’) or externalizing (for example, ‘seeking revenge’, ‘getting aggressive’ or
‘angry’). Their research demonstrated that behavioural and emotional reactions varied according to
gender and whether they were in school or at university [61]. Furthermore, computer self-efficacy
and internet use were associated with different reaction types. They conclude that: “...new model and
intervention proposals directed at reducing the unpleasant/damaging victimization consequences
may better serve the goal of mitigating these consequences than descriptive investigations.”([61], p. 9)
Although this is a relatively large scale survey in an emerging field of investigation, it highlights, and
adds to the debate, that victim reactions and retaliation processes must be included when considering
how to understand cyberbullying across the educational lifespan.

7. Current Policy and the Role of the Law—The UK Context

The issues around law, the boundaries of responsibility and criminalization of behaviours are
to be considered country by country, due to the nature of individual criminal justice systems. Here,
we look at the UK as an example to highlight the minefield of problems that are emerging around
cyberbullying and its intersection with crime. Although the authors acknowledge that there are many
different laws and practices within other jurisdictions, focusing on one system will highlight the
complexities of not tackling cyberbullying across the educational lifespan.

Within the UK, Advance HE, who were appointed as independent evaluators for the Office
for Students (OfS) Catalyst-funded projects, were tasked with looking at ‘what works’ in student
engagement in safeguarding projects following the UUK Changing the Culture Report [45] follow
up report Changing the Culture: One Year On [62] and subsequent Catalyst funding to evaluate good
practice across the sector. So far, they have identified the following as being the most effective ways
to achieve this: firstly, “co-creation with students of training content and campaigns”, secondly,

10



IJERPH 2019, 16, 1217

“Peer-to-peer learning or mentoring” and thirdly, “Collaboration with Student Unions.” ([63], p. 2).
They strongly recommend that students themselves should be encouraged to re-engage with practices,
such as peer support and peer mentoring, that are commonplace in most primary and secondary
schools in some form or another [64]. Perhaps rather than re-invent the wheel, the further and higher
education systems need to reintroduce practices and policies to their students that the majority would
have had some knowledge about whilst in their earlier years of their education.

Furthermore, UUK has now uncovered many issues that should be taken into consideration
when focussing on sexual misconduct, hate crime and harassment, the original remit of Changing the
Culture [45]. In October 2018 they held a round table event to explore the nature and scope of online
harassment and cyberbullying within the university sector and to see what more can be done to prevent
and respond to this form of hate crime. A report will follow in April 2019. Therefore, cyberbullying
within universities is under consideration but it is still key to remember that any recommendations
that are made are not mandatory as there is not a regulatory body that enforces universities to develop
centralised policies. This is in contrast to schools and FE colleges that are required by law to have
safeguarding practices in place and anti-bullying policies.

The problem here is the age of the students and, as has been argued in previous research, once
students are at university, they are over the age of 18 and are legally adults, which brings with it
challenges of responsibility and boundaries of policing [5]. It is worth noting here that although
cyberbullying is not a criminal offence, there are a number of laws and relevant legislation that are
used by the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) to prosecute cases that involve online communication
in England and Wales. These include: Offences Against the Person Act (1861), Protection from
Harassment Act (1997), Malicious Communications Act (1988), The Crime and Disorder Act (1998) and
the Serious Crime Act (2015) Students over the age of 18 can potentially be prosecuted for cyberbullying
related offences. Since many students are unaware of this legislation, we recommend that education
on the legal consequences of actions must be bought into the curriculum at a much earlier level. If
behaviour is learned and repeated across the educational lifespan, the legal aspects need to be dealt
with from the beginning, as soon as children and young people are able to understand the implications
of what they are doing [49]. It would appear to be the case that certain communities within the wider
society have a very high tolerance level for what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘acceptable’ in terms of
violent behaviours. For example, within the UK amongst teenagers, sexting, upskirting and revenge
porn have become particular causes for concern [5,65,66] and this is especially pertinent in the online
world. The boundary between ‘flirty’ behaviour and crime is becoming even more blurred. Therefore,
this needs to be factored in along with challenging a lack of knowledge about the law. It needs to be
embedded in education, across the educational lifespan, with legal awareness training.

8. Intervening to Prevent and Reduce Cyberbullying

International evaluation studies [67,68] have systematically reviewed the successes and failures
of interventions to combat bullying/cyberbullying at school level. For example, Ttofi and Farrington,
in their meta-analysis of 44 school-based interventions carried out over a period of 25 years in Europe,
Australia, America and South Africa, found that certain intervention programmes reduced rates of
bullying others by 20–23% and victimisation by 17–20% [68]. The key components of such programmes
included parent meetings and training, consistent disciplinary methods, classroom rules, school
conferences and skilled classroom management by teachers. Smith et al. (2016) examined the effect of
disciplinary methods and concluded that these needed to be non-punitive, negotiated by adults and
children, and restorative in nature, with an emphasis on school safety for all, on the promotion of a
positive school ethos, and on positive relationships throughout the school. [67]. The evidence pointed
to the effectiveness of sanctions that were perceived by the students as fair and reasonable, arising
from a process of consultation in which members of the school community had taken part. Purdy and
York, focussing on cyberbullying, argue that new ground rules are emerging concerning responsibility
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for action to counteract cyberbullying since the bullying frequently occurs at home during evenings
and weekends when it is parents who have responsibility for their child’s behaviour [35].

Within the school setting, bullying and cyberbullying interventions typically engage in a ‘whole
school’ approach considering other factors such as the family and wider community in addressing the
problem. Many schools across the world now adopt Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) programmes
to enhance children’s and young people’s empathy for the distress of others and to create a more
pro-social climate in the classroom and the school at large (for a comprehensive international overview,
see [69]). An international review of successful and unsuccessful interventions [70] identified key
components in the reduction of bullying, to include the creation of a whole-school policy against
bullying and meetings/workshops with parents. Smith et al. (2016) identified the effectiveness of
restorative methods within the school and the community in order to create a co-operative school
climate with an emphasis on positive relationships and active participation on the part of students and
staff in the creation and implementation of anti-bullying action [67]. Going one step further, Finne
et al. argue that the dynamics of bullying are likely to persist in a school context if only superficial
anti-bullying action is taken [71]. They argue that some form of rehabilitation needs to take place
to change the quality of “peer ecology” ([71] p. 356) in the classroom. They argue that the moral
disengagement that occurs when bullying persists creates a group norm that may well continue even
when the active forms of bullying have ceased as a result of a successful intervention. Their model of
relational rehabilitation takes three steps:

(1) Ensuring teacher authority: teachers play a crucial role through an authoritative teaching style
that emphasises warmth, acceptance and tolerance. This can counteract the destructive power of
the bullies;

(2) Redistribution of social power and promoting a supportive classroom community: In an abusive class
community, power will have been wielded by the bullies. The teacher plays a crucial role in
breaking up the previous hierarchies and creating a fairer social system that promotes friendship
and prosocial behaviour. Such a class culture will be tolerant of difference and open to discussions
about social inclusion and caring. The teacher plays an active part in helping the pupils to repair
the damage that has been done.

(3) Providing social and emotional learning (SEL) to the whole class: Whole-class SEL programmes take a
variety of forms but their essential principles concern the inclusion of all, the valuing of prosocial
behaviour and the creation of a warm, supportive classroom community.

Similarly, in the college and university sector, the idea of rehabilitation is beginning to be discussed,
with a growing emphasis on changing the culture to one of tolerance and community [62,72]. However,
there is not to date the same level of coherence nor shared practice as appears at school level.

Whilst a number of studies focus on reporting the levels of cyberbullying across the educational
lifespan, there are huge variations in how the problem should actually be tackled. Following the
recommendations from cyberbullying within the school setting, research within the university sector
is beginning to acknowledge that a very important and often neglected way to understand and deal
with the problem is to engage with the students themselves. Cunningham et al (2015) stipulated
that there were five key areas that need to be considered when tackling cyberbullying within the
university sector:

(1) Emphasise the impact of cyberbullying on victims;
(2) Change cyberbullying prevention attitudes;
(3) Teach anti-cyberbullying strategies;
(4) Enable anonymous online reporting;
(5) Combine prevention with consequences ([46], p. 380).

These recommendations were made by the students themselves and the authors conclude that
they would help when designing and implementing university anti-cyberbullying programmes.
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Such research and subsequent recommendations indicate the need for a rather more complex whole
university sector approach to tackling the problem than is currently available. Furthermore, the
involvement of the students themselves is crucial, especially given the age of undergraduate students.
They are adults and they need to be consulted in what works to reduce cyberbullying and thus make
their learning environment more positive, especially in the light of the move to a heavy reliance on
the online world for everything within the university sector, from online registration and timetables,
to attendance monitoring, assignment submission and virtual learning environments. Universities
continue to advance in adapting online systems and practices. Thus, it follows that mechanisms
could also be introduced and improved to support students who have to use and engage with the
online world.

9. Conclusions

To what extent has cyberbullying across the lifespan of education, that is from primary/elementary school,
through college to university, been identified as an issue?

The evidence from the literature that we reviewed indicates that cyberbullying across the
educational lifespan continues to be a critical issue for a proportion of students. Despite the wealth of
high-quality research over three decades, the problem still needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.
Cyberbullying, to some extent, is a continuity and attitudes towards it need to change. While there are
some overlaps with traditional bullying, there are clearly aspects unique to the online existence that
have to be considered. Traditional anti-bullying interventions may not always be sufficient to capture
the complexities of cyberbullying. The following gaps in knowledge need to be considered:

(1) One important gap concerns the widespread lack of knowledge amongst educators and their
students about the legal consequences of cyberbullying behaviour across the educational lifespan.

(2) A second concerns the finding that cyberbullying is distressing at all stages of the educational
lifespan but there is a lot of evidence now to support the view that cybervictims become less
likely to report it as they reach FE and HE levels. The gap in understanding appears to be at
university level and the assumption that students as young adults no longer need support in
dealing with cyberbullying.

(3) Furthermore, the bystanders express less empathy and more moral disengagement the older they
get, with university students showing the least sensitivity to peers’ distress.

(4) Finally, by the time they reach adolescence and young adulthood cybervictims have run out of
options for the help and support which they are more likely to get at primary school but which
are less likely to feature as they progress through the educational lifespan They can resort to
acceptance of their fate with all the attendant mental health difficulties that this entails or they can
take revenge on their tormentors by becoming cyberbullies themselves. Neither is a good coping
strategy. The gap here is we need more information on successful and unsuccessful strategies
adopted by cybervictims across the educational lifespan.

What are the implications for educational establishments and educators to reduce and prevent cyberbullying
across the educational lifespan?

Looking at cyberbullying in educational silos is not helpful. Students do not arrive at university
and their problems begin. Rather, looking at education as a longitudinal journey is more helpful. Good
practice could and should be shared amongst schools, colleges and universities in order to safeguard
and educate students at all levels of their education. The following action points emerged from the
literature search:

(1) At primary school level and to an extent at secondary level, schools are increasingly developing
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) [69], restorative practices [73] or emotional rehabilitation [71]
interventions to address the issue of cyberbullying, with an emphasis on the destructive nature of
moral disengagement. Peer support systems are widespread [64]. Participant role theory is also
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successfully used in Finland [39]. However, at FE and HE levels this is not happening. We have
already mentioned the work that UUK [62] advocated around bystander training but to date
this is only used in a few institutions and is yet to roll out across the sector. For those students
that do identify as victims, there need to be improved systems, such as student welfare and
counselling, to help them. Perhaps what need to be introduced at the FE and HE level are more
comprehensive pastoral systems with appropriate training for the staff involved.

(2) While there is a strong emphasis at school level on social skills, the development of empathy and
the need for restorative practice to mediate in disputes, the legal aspects of cyberbullying are
scarcely mentioned. By contrast, legal aspects of cyberbullying are increasingly on the agenda
at FE and HE levels since the students are by now young adults. When cyberbullying incidents
become criminal acts, the police are involved and legal proceedings may ensue. This indicates
an imbalance at different levels of the educational lifespan. What is needed is legal awareness
training across the educational lifespan.

(3) There is strong evidence of both continuities and discontinuities in cyberbullying across the
educational lifespan but, to date, there is little information on the nature of successful and
unsuccessful coping strategies used by the targets of cyberbullying. Consequently, researchers and
practitioners need to continue to collaborate to design methods for equipping future generations
with the tools to navigate the internet safely and, in a socially positive way.

(4) Primary and secondary schools have invested a great deal in counteracting the harmful effects
of xenophobia, misogyny and homophobia; this is less evident at FE and HE levels. There
should be considerably more sharing of expertise between schools, colleges and universities
about interventions that are effective in this domain.

(5) Finally, the literature indicates an urgent need to consider cyberbullying in its cultural context–its
social and environmental ecology. The issue of moral disengagement is scarcely mentioned in the
curriculum or in the pastoral care systems at HE and FE levels despite the evidence of cultural
issues such as “laddism” [28], xenophobia [74], sexism [10,49] and homophobia [22] in FE and
HE settings. Cyberbullying needs to be addressed and understood in all of its cultureal contexts
across the educational lifespan.

One thing that is for certain is that the internet is not going to disappear. Technology will evolve,
and more social media platforms will emerge. What this article shows is the urgent need to address
certain gaps in the literature and implement successful interventions right across the educational
lifespan to tackle cyberbullying.
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Abstract: Background: Cyberbullying is a serious threat to public health and teachers can play a
key role in its detection, prevention and intervention. The present study evaluated the effectiveness
of the RPC (“Relazioni per crescere”—Relationships to Grow) program, a short intervention,
implemented at classroom level by trained teachers, aimed at improving awareness on cyberbullying
and increasing proactive coping strategies to deal with cyberbullying behaviors. Method: The
effectiveness of the RPC project was analyzed through an observational study (pre/post-intervention
comparison), involving 898 Italian students of Lower Secondary schools (6th–8th grades). Results:
Hierarchical logistic regression showed that after the intervention students were more likely to
consider the different roles in cyberbullying (cyberbully, cybervictim, reinforce/assistant, defender
and bystander/observer). In addition, hierarchical linear regressions highlighted an improvement
of social coping and cognitive coping strategies after the intervention. Conclusions: RPC is a
short, teacher-based program that can increase the awareness of cyberbullying among students and
improves their effective coping strategies to address cyberbullying. Further research on the efficacy
of short teacher-based programs would be worthwhile, given the limited financial and time resources
of the schools, emphasizing the active and crucial role of teachers in tackling cyberbullying.

Keywords: cyberbullying; coping strategies; teacher based-intervention; adolescents

1. Introduction

Even if cyberbullying is a recent phenomenon described the first time 15 years ago, it is a
widespread problem among students around the world [1] and it constitutes a serious public health
issue, since it has been associated with a decrease in wellbeing and an increase in symptoms of
depression, anxiety and low self-esteem [2–4]. Moreover, several episodes in the last 10 years have
pointed out the extreme effects of victimization, such as suicide [5]. In addition, cyberbullying has an
impact on the learning environment at school, negatively affecting the school climate [6].

At the international level, bullying and cyberbullying are considered forms of psychological and
physical violence and they represent a violation of Article 9 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC). At the European level, there are no specific legal instruments targeting cyberbullying,
but the EU has the role of coordinating and supporting the national initiatives of Country members
and to promote Directives on victims’ rights [7]. In Italy, both a law to contrast cyberbullying [8]
and guidelines for schools [9] have been recently approved, since previous studies have shown that
cyberbullying is a severe phenomenon in Italian schools. Indeed, a higher rate of cyberbullying among
Italian students in comparison to Spanish and UK students was described [10,11]. A high incidence of
cyberbullying among Italian students was confirmed by another European project, suggesting higher
implication in cyberbullying in Poland, Italy and Greece compared to Spain, UK and Germany [12]. In
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addition, cyberbullying was described as a widespread phenomenon in Italy since similar incidences
were found among different regions [13]. Finally, the phenomenon was already diffused (around 10%)
among pre-adolescents as described by a large sample representative of the Italian Lower Secondary
school population [14]. Starting from these results, the Italian law [8] aimed at preventing and
identifying cyberbullying in all its forms. In particular, the Italian law stressed the relevance of, in
each school, designating a teacher who can coordinate actions to prevent and contrast cyberbullying.
This indication was integrated in the Italian Guidelines of Ministry of Education, Universities and
Research [9], that suggest the need to implement a nationwide teacher training campaign in order to
empower teachers’ capacity to detect risky online behaviors and cyberbullying phenomena, adopting
an interdisciplinary approach.

As acknowledged by the Italian enactments, the role of teacher is very crucial in identifying,
preventing and intervening against cyberbullying. However, there is converging evidence that teachers
do not perceive themselves to be adequately prepared for this task, suggesting that more research
needs to be conducted in order to understand how schools and communities can intervene with
cyberbullying [3,8–10]. In an Australian study, teachers reported to be less likely to recognize instances
of cyberbullying, and were more uncertain about how to address bullying involving technology,
compared to other forms of bullying [15]. Fewer than 10% of Australian secondary school staff
reported feeling very skilled to deal with cyberbullying, while 50% felt poorly or not at all skilled to do
so [16]. Other evidences showed that although teachers were aware they should do more to prevent
cyberbullying [17] and they recognized cyberbullying as a problem, their perspectives and ideas on
effective strategies to prevent cyberbullying were largely inconsistent and they highlighted the need
for training on cyberbullying [15,18,19].

Concerning teacher training, very few interventions entirely delivered by teachers have been
described in the literature. An example of a manual-based intervention entitled “Media Heroes” was
implemented in Germany [20]. Teachers, after training, proposed several activities in their classes.
The long version of the intervention (10 weeks) revealed a reduction of cyberbullying and an increase
of affective empathy, while the short version (1 day) of the intervention showed a positive effect
of cognitive empathy [20]. The Spanish “Asegúrate Program” was another example of targeted
interventions against cyberbullying to be implemented by teachers, taking into account the theory
of normative social behavior, self-regulation skills and the ideas/belief held by adolescents. Results
showed a decrease in aggression and cyberaggression thanks to the intervention [21].

Alongside these specific intervention projects, modules for teachers’ training have been
included into “whole school” approaches to tackle bullying and cyberbullying. As an example,
the Cyber-Friendly Schools (CFS) project was a comprehensive whole-school intervention against
bullying and cyberbullying. In this program teachers implemented one third of the contents [22].
Additionally, the Tabby Improved Prevention and Intervention Program (TIPIP) was a whole school
approach combining the Ecological System Theory and the Threat Assessment Approach. A teacher
training module was one out of the four components of the project (teachers, parents, in class activities
and online materials) and it aimed at describing the cyberbullying phenomenon, risk factors for
students’ involvement, how to prevent and manage cyberbullying, and legal issues [23]. The KiVa
Antibullying Program consisted of both universal and focused actions with a particular attention
to bystanders. A teacher training and a teacher’s guide that provided step-by-step instructions for
the curriculum lessons (20 h) were included in the program [24]. The KiVa program, developed
to contrast bullying behaviors, has shown a good efficacy in reduction of cybervictimization and
cyberbullying [24]. In the NoTrap! Program, a short training module for teachers was implemented
too, even if the intervention was carried on through the peer educators’ interventions [25].

Besides the specific components included in each intervention package, it should be taken into
consideration what the prevention program is aimed at. A meta-analysis by Van Cleemput et al. [26]
pointed out that many studies described a qualitative or quantitative evaluation of a prevention
program aimed at reducing cyberbullying and cybervictimization among 10 to 18 year olds or at
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changing its proximal determinants (knowledge, attitudes, social skills, coping strategies). The
outcomes of a program, indeed, can differ significantly across the different approaches, with some
programs specifically aimed at obtaining a reduction of cyberbullying or cybervictimization rates, while
other programs appear to be more focused on reducing the exposure to risk factors for cyberbullying
and/or on improving protective factors, such as proactive and functional coping strategies. In this
line, the strategy to invest in health promoting behaviors can be more beneficial [26], in light of the
consideration that risk-reduction behavior is harder to change than health-promoting behavior, such
as increasing appropriate coping skills [27].

For this purpose, it might be useful to consider what literature identifies as “effective” and
“ineffective” coping strategies. Slee and Murray-Harvey [28] examined experts’ views on the
effectiveness of coping strategies utilized by Australian secondary school students and they found
that items rated by the experts as “effective” and “ineffective” strongly aligned with the theoretical
description of coping proposed by Lazarus [29]. Lazarus differentiated among problem-focused coping
strategies (directed toward managing or altering the problem causing distress) and emotion-focused
coping strategies (directed at regulating the emotional response). In the study by Slee and
Murray-Harvey [28], behaviors like “talk to a school counselor” and “get support from others”,
which fall into the category of problem focused coping strategies, were rated by the experts as effective,
while statements/actions like “see myself at fault” and “wish for a miracle”, which were expressions
of an emotion-focused coping style were generally rated as ineffective by the experts. The strategies
adopted to cope with cyberbullying may influence the persistency of victimization [30–32], as well
as its effect on mental health of the victim. Interventions should be designed to empower students
by targeting their attitudes, problem solving skills, and their sense of control and to assist them to
respond more effectively to being victimized [33,34].

To our knowledge, very few intervention programs aimed specifically at promoting and evaluating
changes in students’ coping strategies to cyberbullying, and none of them was fully delivered by
teachers. Pieschl and Urbasik [35] found a significant increase in the use of technical coping styles,
but they found no differences in the use of other coping styles (i.e., retaliation, proactive, withdrawal).
Lam and Frydenberg [36] did not find significant changes in the use of productive coping styles,
non-productive coping styles or seeking social support after the intervention.

The RPC program (“Relazioni per Crescere”, “Relationships to Grow”) was a universal,
modularized and theoretically based intervention developed to help teachers in preventing and
contrasting cyberbullying in their classes, through the promotion of health-related behaviors and by
fostering positive relationships among students. It built on previous knowledge about potential risk
and protective factors such as empathy and coping skills. This shift towards the consideration of
protective factors besides the risk factors acknowledges the suggestions elaborated in the framework
of Developmental Psychopathology [37,38].

The RPC is a short intervention program entirely delivered by teachers (6 h of teacher training;
four activities proposed by teachers in their class during school hours; 1.5–2 h for each activity; 1 h of
teacher supervision with expert psychologists). The program content is focused on the main following
areas that, as suggested by a recent review [4], have been identified as the key components included in
effective programs against cyberbullying.

1. Digital literacy. Risky information and communications technology (ICT) use was one of the
main predictors of cyberbullying perpetration and cyberbullying victimization, as revealed by
a recent meta-analysis [39]. High-risk actions such as sharing passwords, talking to strangers,
and uploading intimate information on social networks made victims more vulnerable [40]. In
addition, cyberbullying was also in comorbidity with other Internet risks, such as sextortion and
online grooming [41].

2. Awareness raising and education on cyberbullying. Students needed to increase their awareness
on cyberbullying, particularly for females [42]. Awareness-raising concerning the moral
implications and the harm that can be caused to others by content manipulation, offensive
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language, social exclusion, threats, etc., has proven to be effectively pursued by some programs as
ConRed [43]. Awareness raising can also target the social dynamics of bullying and cyberbullying,
since many students behave in ways that maintain, even fuel, the bullying behavior. This aspect
has been particularly emphasized in the KiVa program [44].

3. Communication and social skills. Card and Hodges [45] found a lack of social skills/competence
among the victims of violent bullying, and this may also be mirrored in cyberbullying [40].
Moreover, since cyberbullying arises frequently from face to face interactions at school, improving
the social and communicative skills of the class-group could result in better relationships among
students, thus also in a long term reduction of cyberbullying [46].

4. Empathy training. The need of empathy training in reducing cyberbullying behavior was
highlighted by previous studies [47]. In particular both the cognitive empathy (recognizing
and understanding another’s emotional state) and the affective empathy (subjective state from
emotional contagion) were inversely associated with cyberbullying [20].

5. Coping skills. Several types of coping strategies were described in relation to cyberbullying:
confronting, technical solutions, supportive strategies and avoidant strategies [48]. Coping skills
to deal with cyberbullying may exacerbate or may help to reduce the intensity of the aggression
and can have significant associations with mental health. In the case of cyberbullying, it appeared
that the negative consequences were influenced by the use of ineffective coping strategies, and the
use of ineffective coping appeared to keep bullying and cyberbullying going [49]. Therefore, the
intervention program aimed at improving proactive problem-focused coping strategies (cognitive
or social) and to reduce passive/avoidant strategies.

Based on previous research results, the present paper examined the effects of RPC intervention
based at the classroom level and implemented by trained teachers, aimed at improving awareness,
and increasing proactive coping strategies. We hypothesized that this short intervention may
increase students’ knowledge of the phenomenon and improve students’ coping skills in dealing
with cyberbullying. In addition, a possible reduction of cyberbullying and cybervictimization was
expected, even if this was not the aim of the intervention since this trend was not found by previous
studies which proposed short interventions [20].

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

In the present study, 898 students filled in a questionnaire before and at the end of intervention.
Students were recruited from 35 Public Lower Secondary schools from all the nine provinces of
Emilia-Romagna region (North-Centre of Italy). Data of the Emilia-Romagna region revealed that
18% of students did not have an Italian citizenship (for more details see http://istruzioneer.gov.it/
dati/fact-sheet/). According to the data of the HBSC Study [50], in the Emilia-Romagna region 64%
of the students in the age range from 11 to 15 years lived with two parents. For what concerns the
level of education of the parents, in the Emilia-Romagna region the results from the HBSC study [50]
revealed that, in the range from 11 to 13 years of age, 31% of mothers had a University degree, 37%
an Upper Secondary school degree, 12% a Vocational training qualification, 18% a Lower Secondary
school degree, and 2% a Primary school certification. Fathers had lower levels of education compared
to mothers: 26% of fathers had a University degree, 35% an Upper Secondary school degree, 13% a
Vocational training qualification, 24% a Lower Secondary school degree, and 2% a Primary school
certification. Concerning socioeconomic status (SES), the Family Affluence Scale revealed that the
population of the Emilia-Romagna region was comprised of 17% in the low level, 53% in the medium
level, and 30% in the high level. Data about the general SES of the families in Emilia-Romagna
showed that this region reports families with higher levels of SES compared to the medium score
of other Italian regions. As established by the Italian Ministry of Education [51], the subjects to be
taught in Italian Lower Secondary schools are Italian, two other languages—English plus Spanish,
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French or German—History, Geography, Math, Science, Music, Arts, Physical Education, Technologies.
Preliminary skills of cyber literacy are included in Technologies.

Concerning the year level of our sample, 198 students attended the 6th grade (22%), 473 the 7th
grade (53%), and 227 the 8th grade (25%). The age of participants ranged from 10 to 15 years (M = 12.15,
SD = 0.83). The participants are a convenience sample, because the schools decided autonomously
to take part to the intervention study and indicated to the research team which classes would have
implemented the RPC program. The gender composition of the sample was balanced: 49% were
females (n = 438) and 51% were males (n = 460). The data were collected from 2017 and 2018. No other
anti-bullying programs have been carried out in the involved schools.

2.2. Questionnaire

The questionnaire consists of two different sections concerning cyberbullying and
coping strategies.

Cyberbullying was assessed using two 11-item scales from the European Cyberbullying
Intervention Project Questionnaire (ECIPQ; [2,12,20]). The questionnaire covered different behaviors
including direct and indirect aggression and social exclusion online (e.g., “Someone spread rumors
about me online”/“I spread rumors about someone online”, “Someone created a fake account
pretending to be me online”/“I created a fake account pretending to be someone else online”).
Students were asked to answer to each item on a 5-points Likert scale (0 = never; 1 = one or two times;
2 = monthly; 3 = weekly; 4 = several times in the last week). Cronbach’s alphas were respectively 0.82
and 0.83 for cyberbullying and cybervictimization scales. In addition, an open-ended question was
asked in order to investigate the awareness of different roles involved in cyberbullying (“Who do you
think is involved in an episode of cyberbullying?”).

Strategies to cope with cyberbullying were assessed using an adapted and translated version
of the “Coping with Bullying Questionnaire” [52]. The scale included four subscales, measuring
respectively cognitive (10 items, e.g., “Think of different ways I could solve the problem”), social (eight
items, e.g., “Ask a teacher for help with the cyberbullying”), passive (five items, e.g., “Wish a miracle
would happen to stop the cyberbullying”) and confrontational coping (four items, e.g., “Fight back”).
Participants were asked to indicate their responses to real or hypothetical situations on each item on
a 5-point Likert scale (from 0 = never to 4 = always). Cronbach’s alphas were respectively 0.76 for
cognitive and confrontational coping, 0.87 for social coping and 0.55 for passive coping. The last one
was therefore excluded from further analysis since it was not a robust variable.

2.3. RPC Program

Teachers attended a training course (6 h) with expert psychologists concerning theoretical
definitions of bullying and cyberbullying phenomena and the explanation of activities to carry out
with their students. Teachers received also a manual with step-by-step descriptions of the activities
and some materials that they could use in their classes. The following in-class activities were proposed
by teachers (four activities; 1.5–2 h for each activity):

(1) Digital literacy. Using brainstorming, teachers debated with students’ risks and opportunities of
ICTs in order to improve safe use of technologies.

(2) Awareness raising and education on cyberbullying. Starting from different scenarios, students in
small groups identified roles involved in cyberbullying and they co-constructed the definition
of cyberbullying.

(3) Empathy training. Students experienced different roles in cyberbullying through a short
role-playing in order to improve both cognitive empathy (recognizing another’s emotional
state) and affective empathy (“How I felt in this role”).

(4) Coping skills. Students in small groups produced slogans to contrast cyberbullying taking into
account the different roles involved in the phenomenon (“What can be useful for a victim? What
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can a bystander do?”). The different types of coping strategies were analyzed, identifying which
can be more effective in contrasting cyberbullying.

Communication and social skills were improved in all activities since dialog, discussion and
negotiation among students were encouraged. At the end of each activity, students produced
materials (posters, slogans, pictures) that allowed to both synthesize the contents and to keep the main
messages for the class in the future. The activities were proposed by teachers in their classes within
a two-month period. During these months 1 h of supervision of teacher activities was provided by
expert psychologists in order to support teachers in the program implementation.

2.4. Coding

Participants were categorized into four groups based on cybervictimization and cyberbullying
scores for descriptive purposes. Students who admitted to have perpetrated at least one type of online
aggression on a monthly basis, or admitted to at least two different types of online aggression were
considered as bullies [12]. Students who reported having suffered at least one type of online aggression
on a monthly basis, or reported having suffered at least two different types of online aggression were
considered as victims [12]. Based on this classification, participants were assigned to one of the four
mutually exclusive groups: “Not Involved”, “Pure Victims”, “Pure Bullies” and “Bullies/Victims”.

Average scores were calculated for each scale (cyberbullying, cybervictimization, social, cognitive
and confrontational coping).

The coding of the open-ended question “Who do you think is involved in an episode of
cyberbullying?” was performed using CAQDAS software NVivo (version 11, QSR International,
Melbourne, Australia). Based on a priori definition of different roles involved in bullying [53], five
categories were identified: bully, victim, reinforce/assistant, defender and bystander/outsider. For
each category, two expert psychologists selected a set of semantically keywords.

Answers provided by participants to the open question in pre- and post-intervention were
analyzed to quantify the occurrence of each category. Repetitions within the same answer were not
considered. In addition, the number of empty answers and “I do not know” answers were counted.

2.5. Procedure and Study Design

A repeated measures design was adopted to investigate the effectiveness of the intervention.
Students filled in online questionnaires during school hours. The first questionnaire was filled in
during the week before the intervention (pre-intervention) and the second questionnaire within two
weeks after the end of in-class activities (post-intervention). Teachers remained in the classrooms
during the survey in order to clarify any questions or problems. All questionnaires were anonymous,
and a nickname was chosen by the student and used for data collections (pre-intervention and
post-intervention) in order to match the responses.

2.6. Ethics

The study protocol met the ethical guidelines for the protection of human participants, including
adherence to the legal requirements of Italy, and received a formal approval by the Bioethics Committee,
University of Bologna. Both parents gave their informed written consent for the participation to
the study.

2.7. Statistical Analysis

Regression analyses were run using the lmerTest package under R version 3.5.2 (R Foundation
for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria) and the significance level was set at 0.05. Multilevel
linear regressions were fitted to inquire the potential changes in average scores for cyberbullying and
coping-related variables after the intervention (cyberbullying, cybervictimization, social, cognitive
and confrontational coping). The hierarchical structure of the data set was modeled by including a
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random intercept, with students nested in classes, nested in schools. Gender and age were included as
predictors in the regressions in order to control for their potential effects.

Binary variables resulting from the coding of the question “Who do you think is involved in
cyberbullying?” were analyzed via hierarchical logistic regressions, in order to assess whether the
understanding of cyberbullying social dynamics varied following the intervention.

3. Results

3.1. Cyberbullying/Cybervictimization

Table 1 displays the distribution of participants across role-based groups. About 30% of
participants, both in pre-intervention and post-intervention, were involved in cyberbullying as bully,
victim, or bully-victim.

No significant changes in average scores for cyberbullying or cybervictimization were highlighted
by multilevel regressions (Table 1). No gender- or age-related differences were found.

Table 1. Cyberbullying and cybervictimization before and after the intervention.

Cyberbullying Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention t β p

Not Involved 601 (71.1%) 589 (70.1%)
Pure Victims 124(14.7%) 128 (15.2%)
Pure Bullies 43 (5.1%) 38 (4.5%)
Bullies-Victims 77 (9.1%) 85 (10.1%)

Cyberbullying 1.07 (0.17) 1.07 (0.20) 0.40 0.01 0.689
Cybervictimization 1.13 (0.29) 1.14 (0.30) 0.97 0.02 0.331

Note: No. (percentage) for role-based groups (percentage was calculated excluding missing values; 53 cases in the
pre-intervention assessment and 58 cases in the post-intervention assessment); mean (SD) for cyberbullying and
cybervictimization scores.

3.2. Awareness of Cyberbullying Social Dynamics

As displayed in Table 2, after the intervention the number of students mentioning keywords
pertaining to the category victim was doubled (pre-intervention, 28.6%; post-intervention, 63.7%).
Similarly, 66% of respondents (n = 593) recognized the role of the bully after the intervention, with a
relevant increase compared with pre-intervention assessment (39.8%). The roles of reinforce/assistant
and bystander/outsider were almost non-existent before the intervention (below 1%), while after
the program the role of reinforce/assistant was acknowledged by 5.2% of participants and that of
bystander/outsider by 12.9% of respondents. The number of those recognizing the role of defender
increased from below 1% before the intervention to 2.2% after the intervention, but its occurrence was
deemed too low for regression analyses. The number of those not answering the question decreased
from 10.1% before the intervention to 3% after the intervention.

Table 2. Awareness of cyberbullying social dynamics before and after the intervention.

Roles
Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention

Wald b p
Yes No Yes No

Victim 257 (28.6%) 641 (71.4%) 572 (63.7%) 326 (36.3%) 13.01 2.08 <0.001
Bully 357 (39.8%) 541 (60.2%) 593 (66.0%) 305 (34.0%) 10.86 1.42 <0.001
Reinforce/Assistant 5 (0.6%) 893 (99.4%) 47 (5.2%) 851 (94.8%) 10.18 8.82 <0.001
Bystander/Outsider 7 (0.8%) 891 (99.2%) 116 (12.9%) 782 (87.1%) 13.81 10.83 <0.001
Defender 4 (0.4%) 894 (99.6%) 20 (2.2%) 878 (97.8%)
Missing/No answer 91 (10.1%) 807 (89.9%) 27 (3.0%) 871 (97.0%) −8.81 −4.85 <0.001

Note: Yes: No. (percentage) of the participants who mentioned at least once one of the words included in the
respective category.
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Hierarchical logistic regressions confirmed differences between the pre- and post-intervention
surveys regarding the different roles in cyberbullying. After the intervention, participants were more
likely to mention at least one word associated to the category victim, bully, reinforce/assistant, and
bystander/outsider compared with the pre-intervention (Table 2). In addition, after the intervention,
participants were found to be less likely to either not answer the question or answer “I don’t know”,
compared to before the intervention (Table 2).

3.3. Coping Strategies

Hierarchical linear regressions highlighted some differences between the pre- and
post-intervention surveys regarding coping strategies (see Table 3 for descriptive statistics).

Table 3. Coping strategies before and after the intervention.

Coping Strategies Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention t β p

Social Coping 1.70 (1.08) 1.89 (1.06) 5.11 0.10 <0.001
Cognitive Coping 1.47 (0.77) 1.58 (0.74) 3.55 0.07 <0.001
Confrontational Coping 1.89 (1.18) 1.98 (1.12) 1.45 0.03 0.147

Note: Mean (SD) for each category.

As highlighted in Table 3, the score for social coping was higher in the post-intervention
assessment, compared with the pre-intervention assessment. Social coping also displayed higher
scores for girls compared to boys, t (1642) = 7.51, β = 0.12, p < 0.001. A post-intervention increase was
also found for cognitive coping (Table 3). Cognitive coping also highlighted a gender difference, with
girls having higher scores than boys, t (4997) = 4.15, β = 0.11, p < 0.001.

Confrontational coping did not change significantly after the intervention, highlighting only a
positive association with age, t (1673) = 2.21, β = 0.07, p = 0.028.

4. Discussion

The present study evaluated the effectiveness of the RPC program, a short intervention,
implemented at the classroom level by trained teachers, aimed at improving awareness of cyberbullying
and increasing proactive coping strategies in dealing with cyberbullying. We also analyzed a possible
reduction of cyberbullying and cybervictimization behaviors.

Concerning the awareness of cyberbullying, the RPC program increased students’ knowledge of
the social dynamic of cyberbullying, making them more aware of the interplay among the different
roles involved in this phenomenon. Indeed, at the open question “Who do you think is involved in
an episode of cyberbullying?” students showed to identify, after in-class activities, the different roles
involved in cyberbullying and they were more aware that cyberbullying was a group phenomenon
characterized by the following roles: cyberbully, cybervictim, reinforce and assistant, defenders
and bystanders/outsiders [53]. The awareness that cyberbullying was a group process and a social
phenomenon [53], pointed out the important role of bystanders: this was the first step to promote
responsibility in the class and to change the normative rules that may also support and foster aggressive
behaviors online [44].

The RPC program also showed a significant improvement of students’ coping skills in dealing
with cyberbullying. Coping refers to “conscious efforts individuals use to regulate emotion, cognition,
behavior, internal states, or situation to reduce threat” [54]. The coping process starts with threat
appraisal, i.e., the perceptions of how stressful the event is for the individual. According to
Transactional Model of Stress and Coping [55], appraisal happens at two levels: one is the primary
appraisal, which assesses the situation in order to determine whether it is a threat; the secondary
appraisal assesses the changeability of the situation (or the possibility to change it) along with the
individual’s resources to manage the associated stress. These cognitive appraisals determine the
coping style selected. In light of our results, where an increase of the problem-focused strategies
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emerged after the intervention, we may hypothesize that a better knowledge of the cyberbullying
phenomenon may have influenced the coping strategies chosen to deal with it. Indeed, a clearer
picture of the social dynamics implied in this phenomenon, as shown by the qualitative analysis of the
different roles involved in cyberbullying, may have facilitated the two levels of the appraisal process:
(a) by providing the students with information helpful to detect the malicious intention behind certain
messages; (b) by providing them with a set of resources to deal with it, including those available in the
school environment (i.e., peers, teachers, the school policy). This may have led students to indicate
more effective coping strategies as the ones we have reported: asking for help to friends, teachers
and parents (knowing that there are teachers prepared to support), thinking about how to solve the
situation. These strategies showed to be more available for girls than for males before the intervention
(as reported in the literature [56]), but increased for both the genders after the intervention. The
adoption of assertive coping, such as the confrontational one, was not influenced significantly by the
intervention. This latter emphasizes the victim’s attempt to assume an active position with respect to
the bully. Specifically, this strategy involves seeking a direct but not aggressive confrontation with
the bully in order to stop his/her behavior [57], and it is widely used in cases where the source of the
bullying is known [58,59], and in less serious cases of online harassment [60]. It would be relevant
to explore the use of this coping strategy in relation to the intensity of the cyberbullying suffered by
the victims.

Concerning the effect of the RPC program on the reduction of cyberbullying and cybervictimization,
we found that the prevalence of the phenomenon was stable between pre- and post-intervention. Our
results revealed that a short intervention (8 h in class), as the RPC program, can improve the awareness
of the phenomenon and increase the use of effective coping strategies, but it did not have an effect
on the reduction of rates of cyberbullying. Our findings were in line with the results of the short
Media Heroes intervention [20]. Indeed, while the long-term (10 weeks) “Media Heroes” program was
effective in reducing cyberbullying and promoting affective empathy, the short Media Heroes (1 day,
four sessions of 90 min) program was not effective in reducing cyberbullying, reporting a significant
effect only on cognitive empathy. Other programs targeted for teachers that described an effect on the
reduction of cyberbullying were more extensive (eight sessions for the “Asegúrate Program” [21]). In
addition, the RPC program cannot be compared to other programs using a “whole school approach”
([22–24]). These programs, in fact, even if they were effective in reducing cyberbullying [61], were
expensive and required high support from the schools as well as a great time investment. Unfortunately,
as suggested by educators, even if some programs were promising, time constraints, lack of colleagues’
support and uncooperative parents could limit their effect [62]. For this reason, a short program, as
RPC, could be a valid tool to increase the awareness of the cyberbullying phenomenon and to promote
effective coping strategies. The promising results, however, suggest the efficacy of the RPC programme
should be analyzed in a long-term follow-up; if the results obtained in such a short intervention would
remain stable in a longer period, this would improve its cost/benefit ratio.

Limitations

The first limitation was the study design. An observational study was carried out with an analysis
of change between pre- and post-intervention phases. The absence of a control group did not allow
the investigation of both the effect of maturation and the role of increased awareness. Several studies
revealed that cyberbullying increased in control groups, suggesting that without an intervention the
phenomenon could grow [20]. Other studies suggested that the intervention modified the awareness,
attitude and self-perceptions in dealing with bullying and cyberbullying [63]. Further studies with the
RPC program should be carried out using a quasi-experimental design with a control group, since, as
suggested by a recent review [4] research at a school does allow true randomization. The collection of
a control group could help to understand the effect of the RPC program on cybervictimization and
perpetration, taking into account the effect of maturation and the role of awareness.
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A second limitation of the present study was that only the global effect of the intervention was
analyzed, without disentangling the effects of specific components of the interventions. As suggested
by a recent review and meta-analysis [61] this is a very important challenge, since even if we know
that prevention and intervention programs for cyberbullying are effective, we need to explain which
specific components of the intervention are more relevant.

The third limitation concerned the implementation of the intervention: dosage and fidelity. Even
if all students involved in the present research took part into the four in-class activities, we did not
know if the teachers used all the materials proposed and followed the suggestions from the manual.
A more complex index of implementation should be added in further research, since individual and
interpersonal factors are important for successful implementation of the program [44].

Measures of SES background were not collected directly in the present study. More detailed
information would be useful in further studies to improve the generalization of our findings and for
understanding the role of these variables in moderating the effect of intervention.

The last limitation of the present study was the selective focus on cyberbullying behaviors.
We decided this selective focus following the indication of Italian law [8]. We also needed to
implement a short program that could have been suitable for teachers during their curricular hours
(Reading/Spelling, Maths, etc.), since no extra hours were available for intervention projects. However,
since the cyberbullying phenomenon has comorbidities with other behaviors such as bullying and
sextortion [64], we can hypothesize that programs also including activities to contrast these phenomena,
could be more effective in reducing cyberbullying [24]. In addition, the lack of specific questions
about sextortion and online sexual victimization could have contributed to underestimating the
cybervictimization, mainly among females [65].

5. Conclusions

RPC is a short and friendly program targeted at teachers that increases the awareness on
cyberbullying among students and improves their effective coping strategies to address cyberbullying.
Programs like RPC should be part of the schools’ daily activities proposed by teachers. Teacher-based
and short interventions can sometimes be the only possibility to trigger schools’ initiatives to prevent
cyberbullying, since this kind of intervention may fit with the limited financial and time resources
of the schools. In addition, it may respond, at least in Italy, to the recommendations enacted by the
Ministry of Education concerning the active involvement of teachers in actions against cyberbullying.
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Abstract: This study investigated the difficulties of mothers in coping with the bullying of their
children and their expectations concerning bullying intervention for young children in South
Korea. Twenty mothers with young children were interviewed. Interviews were transcribed in
Korean. Nvivo 12 software was used to analyze the data. Four themes emerged: “mothers’ coping
strategies”, “problems of interventions”, “expectations of interventions”, and “developmentally
appropriate interventions for young children”. Each theme was divided into categories and further
into subcategories. Mothers used diverse strategies to intervene when their children were bullied
and showed dissatisfaction with the current intervention system. Their expectations for interventions
for young children were explained in terms of familial, school, and local/governmental levels.
These results emphasized that intervention policies for bullying among young children should be
urgently established, and intervention programs need to consider the developmental characteristics
of young children.
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1. Introduction

Bullying is defined as an aggressive behavior that is repeated on a targeted person who has
difficulty defending themself [1]. Bullying research has heavily focused on mid-childhood and
adolescence; however, studies have shown that bullying clearly exists among young children [2–4].
Characteristics of bullying in early childhood differ from those in middle childhood or adolescence;
they are less likely to be repeated on a targeted person, and children are less-likely to perceive an
imbalance of power. Additionally, the bullying behavior of young children tends to show low stability,
especially in terms of the victim role [4–6]. Due to the different characteristics of bullying in early
childhood, researchers have suggested diverse terms such as unjustified aggression [5] or precursory
bullying [6]. Kirves and Sajanieme [7] reported that 12.6% of daycare children were directly involved
in bullying and even 3-year-old children were able to identify bullying and distinguish bullying
from quarrelling.

1.1. Coping Strategies of Young Children

Young children cope with bullying in varied ways. In Monks et al., 4–6-year-old children coped
with bullying by most frequently telling an adult, followed by fighting back, getting a friend to help,
walking away, crying, and giving something up to the aggressor [5]. Similarly, Reunamo and colleagues
interviewed 761 young children about coping strategies in bullying situations [8]. Their results showed
that among the children’s responses, 70% engaged in participative strategies, that is, doing something
to remedy the situation (e.g., telling the teacher, defending oneself, asking to play together, or settling
the quarrel, etc.). Sixteen percent showed withdrawal strategies (e.g., going away, telling a teacher or
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mother, leaving, playing alone, or crying), 6.8% of uncertain strategies (e.g., not knowing what to do,
or doing nothing), and 5.1% of dominant strategies (e.g., pushing bullies far away, hitting or teasing
back) were shown. Only 1.6% of the children’s responses did not care about the bullying (e.g., “I don’t
care”, “I will be in peace”). Therefore, the majority of young children asked for support from adults
and some children used ineffective strategies (e.g., fighting back or passive reaction). These results
suggest that adults need to play a role in stopping bullying among young children. In other words,
young children should be guided to employ appropriate and effective coping strategies by adults.

1.2. Intervention Program for Bullying in Early Childhood

Intervention programs have been developed to prevent bullying among young children [9–11].
These have generally focused on increasing the social emotional competence and assertive skills
of children, and training teachers to cope with children’s bullying. One of the most well-known
programs is the Bernese Prevention Program against Victimization (Be-Prox) developed by Alsaker
in Switzerland [9]. It focuses on enhancing teachers’ competence in managing bullying among
young children. This program increases teachers’ sensitivity to bullying, enhances their skills,
and helps establish principles for positive peer interactions. Additionally, parental involvement is
encouraged during its implementation. Be-Prox has shown positive effects on decreasing bullying [12].
Additionally, the Early Childhood Friendships Project (ECFP) in the U.S.A. [11,13] was designed as a
classroom-based program for young children and consists of a series of content for reducing physical
and relational bullying and victimization, and increasing prosocial behaviors. Implementation of this
program led to significant decreases in bullying and victimization [13].

These programs have generally focused on young children or their teachers. This is critical for
intervention since children and teachers are directly involved in the bullying situation in preschool
settings. However, many studies have shown that the family environment and parenting practices
influence bullying, thus parents and families should be included in the intervention programs [14–19].

1.3. Parental Involvement in Stopping Bullying

Parents can play an important role in reducing bullying because parenting style is related to
children’s bullying experiences in school, and parents’ attention to school bullying is involved with
intervention effectiveness [19]. Lereya et al. conducted a meta-analysis of 70 studies about parenting in
relation to peer victimization [17]. They showed that being in the role of the bully and the bully/victim
were related to negative parenting, whereas positive parenting practices (e.g., communication with
children, warmth, affectionate relationships, parental involvement and support, and supervision) were
protective against being a bully or a bully/victim.

Additionally, studies have emphasized that parental involvement is an important factor to
maximize the effects of intervention programs [20,21]. The parents’ understanding of bullying
may affect whether they respond effectively and appropriately to their child when they disclose
victimization [22]. Parental attention and attitude toward bullying, and information or knowledge of
intervention can help children cope with bullying effectively [21,23–25].

Involving parents in children’s bullying is important, but parents need appropriate information
and training because not all adult mediation and coping strategies are helpful for reducing bullying.
Fekkes et al. showed that some children who reported their victimization to adults received help,
but some children reported that the situations stayed the same or became worse after reporting these
incidents to adults [26]. Additionally, some adults told children to seek revenge, inaction, or ignoring
the behavior, however, these strategies are not recommended by research [27].

Parents may recognize children’s bullying earlier than the school [21]. They may be aware of
their children’s different moods and negative emotions. Young children often did not properly report
their victimization experiences to their parents because of their limited language abilities, or desire to
continue to play with the aggressor. Parents were aware of their children’s negative feelings, but often
dismissed their children were being victimized [28].
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Parents’ experiences related to the bullying of their children may impact the strategies they use to
intervene. Our previous study indicated that mothers of young children showed different attitudes
toward the bullying of their children, depending on whether their children were the aggressor or the
victim and whether relations among the mothers were close or not. The mothers of the aggressors
or mothers close to the aggressors’ mothers tended to be more generous with regard to the situation
whereas the victims’ mothers or mothers close to the victims’ mothers did not [28].

Intervention programs sometimes include parental involvement, however, parents have only
been involved to a limited extent [20,29]. Only a few studies on prevention/intervention programs for
young children have evaluated their effectiveness, which has been typically measured by school staff
or pupils [12,13]. Parents have been rarely involved in evaluating the effects of intervention programs.
Thus, it is not known how parents view the effectiveness of bullying prevention/intervention program
or policies. Furthermore, the effectiveness of intervention can be seen differently by perspectives. For
example, pupils felt that the coping program was not enough to prevent bullying whereas school staff
believed that it was adequate [30].

Elucidating parents’ opinions may fill gaps concerning the perception of intervention effectiveness.
Specifically, by involving parents in this research, differences between theory and practice could be
explained, and we might better understand whether parents’ views differ from those of the researchers
or policymakers. This can allow us to understand if some interventions are seen as ineffective by
parents. This study focused on the experiences and expectations of bullying interventions among
mothers of young children. Furthermore, this study explored the mothers’ perceptions rather than
the fathers, since mothers tend to be more deeply engaged in the care of their children than fathers in
South Korea [31].

1.4. Bullying Interventions in South Korea

The South Korean government has endeavored to reduce school bullying which can be explained
by two mainstreams. The first was the establishment of the “Hakkyo-pokryuk (school violence)
Prevention and Countermeasure Act” and the second was a national project, Wee, which is an integrated
system for school safety.

In South Korea, all schools have to follow the Hakkyo-pokryuk Prevention and Countermeasure
Act, which has many articles within it. Among them, two representative articles are described. First,
as a proactive policy, schools must provide education about the prevention of school bullying more
than once a semester. Second, as a reactive policy, every school must have a committee to prevent and
intervene in cases of school bullying (“the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee”). This committee
may consist of teachers, psychologists, representative parents, medical doctors, or lawyers. Half of
the committee members are to be parents of school children who are elected by other parents. If
bullying occurs, a committee meeting is held. The children or parents of the children involved in the
situation may also attend if required. The committee members discuss the situation and decide upon
a solution for the victim and the aggressor. If the problem cannot be solved within the school, the
school can seek mediation from local education authorities. Additionally, a child can report his/her
victimization directly to the police over the phone (i.e., call 117, a specialized phone number for helping
victims of school bullying) or via the Internet (http://www.safe182.go.kr/index.do). In these cases,
the police are involved and they often collaborate with school officials to solve the problem. Therefore,
Hakkyo-pokryuk can be solved by either the school officials or local police, but is more likely to be solved
by school officials.

The Wee project can be both a proactive and reactive strategy against bullying. It was launched in
2008 by the government and includes a multi-support service network among schools, educational
authorities, and local communities, who collaborate to promote student safety and healthy school lives.
They support and counsel students on a variety of difficulties. Bullying is one of the main issues of the
Wee project.
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There are three levels of the Wee project: the Wee class at the school level, Wee center at the local
educational authority level, and the Wee school at the city or province level. The Wee project can also
be connected to the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee or police, for example, bullies can be sent
to the Wee class, Wee center, or Wee school after the decision of the committee or police. Currently in
South Korea, 55% of schools have a Wee class [32], which is located within the school. This is a place
for student counseling. The Wee class holds regular office hours, and students can visit to talk about
their issues. The Wee center belongs to the local educational authorities. When schools cannot solve
their students’ problems such as bullying, dropping-out, and behavioral or psychological problems,
local education authorities intervene. The Wee school is a boarding school for high-risk students,
which includes psychological treatment, academic education, and special programs for helping adapt
for school.

Positive effects of the Wee class have been reported. Schools with the Wee class had lower bullying
and victimization rates compared to those that did not, and this effect was significant among schools
that have had the Wee class for more than one year [33]. Additionally, schools with a Wee class more
frequently implemented prevention programs for students when compared to those that did not [34].
However, there is no intervention policy, and no programs for bullying in kindergarten/daycare centers
in South Korea. Only elementary-, middle-, and high-school students have been participants in the
Wee project. Prosocial elements or moral values (i.e., sharing, kindness, cooperation, fairness, etc.) are
included in the curriculum in early childhood settings followed by the “Character Education Promotion
Act” in South Korea. This includes preventive practices for bullying from a broad perspective, but no
specific intervention efforts have addressed bullying among young children.

Lower elementary school students are less likely to be the focus of intervention programs.
Moreover, bullying among lower elementary school pupils has rarely been focused on. The South
Korean government has investigated the experience of Hakkyo-pokryuk for all students from upper
elementary school, middle school, and high school students every year, but not among lower
elementary school pupils. Thus, it is not known how many children from lower elementary school
grades are involved in bullying. Additionally, considering that most young children belong to an
educational institution in South Korea [35], there is an urgent need to investigate bullying among
young children to establish appropriate interventions.

This study aimed to investigate difficulties, experiences, and expectations of mothers about
anti-bullying interventions in early childhood education settings. The aims of this study were to
explore: (1) What interventions were used when young children were involved in bullying? (2) What
difficulties were experienced while intervening? and (3) What were the mothers’ expectations of
these interventions?

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Twenty mothers living in Seoul and Gyeonggi Province in South Korea participated in this study.
Snowball sampling was used. Mothers who were familiar with the authors and who had experienced
the bullying of their children were interviewed and then asked to make introductions to other mothers
with similar experiences. Participants were aged 32–47 years, married, and all had 1–3 children aged
1–16 years (at least one child was aged 3–5 years). Most mothers were college or university graduates
(one mother was a high-school graduate).

This study conceptualized early childhood from birth to eight years old [36]. In this age range,
children in kindergarten, daycare centers, and lower elementary school level were included. These
children were exposed to bullying, but their bullying experiences have hardly been investigated
in research.
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2.2. Procedure

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. There were 13 individual interviews (M1, M2, M3,
M7, M8, M9, M10, M11, M12, M15, M16, M17, and M18) and three focus group interviews; each
group consisted of 2–3 mothers (Focus group 1: M4, M5, M6; Focus group 2: M13, 14; Focus group
3: M19, M20). In many cases, individual interviews were conducted, but depending on the mothers’
schedules, familiarity with the other mothers, and their wishes, a focus group method was also
used. These methods provided fruitful information about the mothers’ perceptions of the bullying
interventions. The interviewee (second author) did not use specific terms when the interview began.
This was intentional because there are several terms used in South Korea corresponding to the term
bullying in Western cultures such as gipdan-ttadolim (group isolation), gipdan-goerophim (group bullying),
hakkyo-pokryuk (school violence), and wang-ta (social exclusion). Each term indicates a slightly different
meaning [37]. If the interviewer used a certain term, this may have resulted in biased comments. The
terms related to bullying were only used when participants used the term first. Instead, cartoons
describing several types of bullying behaviors were shown to the participants, which have been widely
used to examine the concept of bullying across cultures [38]. In this study, six cartoons were used, and
each cartoon described different types of aggression: physical individual aggression (hitting a smaller
person), verbal aggression (saying nasty things), indirect physical aggression (breaking another’s
ruler), physical group aggression (several children hitting a child), direct/relational aggression (not
allowing someone to play with others), and indirect/relational aggression (spreading a rumor). Next,
the participants were asked about their thoughts using the following questions:

• Has your child ever experienced (or have you ever heard about) these behaviors? If so, how did
you intervene to stop them?

• What difficulties did you have while intervening in the bullying?
• Have you received any informal or formal support to intervene in the bullying of your children?

If so, what support was provided? Who or where did you get help? Were they helpful for you to
solve the problem?

• Do you have any expectations or wishes for stopping young children’s bullying?
• What are needed to stop young children’s bullying?
• What types of intervention can be helpful? Who or which institution should provide

the intervention?

Interviews took approximately 60–120 min and were held in the participants’ homes or at cafés
near their homes. After the interviews, each mother was given a gift card equivalent to 18 U.S Dollars
as compensation for their participation.

Some patterns were repeated after ten to eleven mothers were interviewed. However, we
conducted more interviews as there were still many patterns that newly appeared. The mothers’
responses or comments were diverse, depending on the bullying experiences of their children. We
finished the data collection at the twentieth mother (sixteenth interview) because we recognized that
the data had already reached saturation; the interviews did not add any new patterns, and we judged
that plentiful information had been obtained.

2.3. Ethical Issues

Using an exempt self-determination tool of Chung-Ang University, this study did not require IRB
approval. The exemption criteria are that a study should not include children or adults who may not
be legally, mentally, or cognitively competent to consent. Additionally, a study should not include
the sensitive information of individuals (the Personal Information Protection Act 23 in South Korea).
Sensitive information includes data that relates to an individual’s ideology, political views, health,
sexual life, or other information that could seriously damage one’s private life. This study did not
include any such information.
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The purpose and methods of the study were explained to potential participants. The list of
interview questions was distributed to the mothers before their participation; therefore, they could
decide whether to participate after reading the list. Among the 23 mothers whom the author contacted,
three mothers decided not to participate; two had not experienced bullying of their children, and one
had scheduling conflicts. After this process, the mothers’ written consent was obtained. Most mothers
showed open attitudes and talked actively about their experiences. The participants’ anonymity was
respected by using random labels to identify the mothers. For example, M1 was used to indicate
Mother 1. In addition, when the children’s names were mentioned, they were only reported as a letter
of the alphabet (e.g., A, B, C, and so on).

2.4. Qualitative Analysis

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Nvivo 12 software (QSR International, Victoria,
Australia) was used to analyze the data. The grounded theory of Strauss and Corbin [39] was used
for the coding process. First, in open coding, the concepts of the sentences were extracted. Based
on similarities or commonalities among the concepts, the concepts were combined into higher-order
code, called categories. During the categorizing, the concepts and quotes coded to the concepts were
revisited many times, and their suitability was consistently checked. Next, axial coding to compare
and contrast among the categories was conducted. Linkages between the categories were made. Some
categories were conceptually lower, and included in other categories; in this case, they were classified
into subcategories. Finally, in finding overall concepts, a core category was identified. The categories
were broken down, queried, and comprised into a higher construct [40]. The most representative
and overall concept, themes were labelled. Memos and conceptual ideas arising during the course of
analysis were written and used through all procedures of the analysis [41].

Through this process, four themes emerged. The authors independently processed the data
coding and then held discussions. If discrepancies emerged among the authors, the data and analysis
were revisited, and the authors endeavored to find the underlying meaning of the data. To increase
the validity and reliability of the analysis process, an independent researcher participated in the
process. This individual reviewed whether the mothers’ quotes were coded reliably, and scrutinized
the appropriateness of the classification among codes, categories (and subcategories), and themes.
Finally, the independent researcher verified whether the analysis represented the phenomena. If
disagreements arose, these were further discussed between the researcher and the authors until a
consensus was reached.

3. Results

The four themes “mothers’ coping strategies”, “problems of interventions”, “expectations of
interventions” and “developmentally appropriate interventions for young children” emerged.

3.1. Theme 1. Mothers’ Coping Strategies

Mothers used diverse intervention strategies to cope with their children’s bullying/victimization.
These were explained by four categories: “direct intervention strategies”, “indirect intervention
strategies”, “no response or do not know”, and “deciding to intervene”.

3.1.1. Category 1-1. Direct Intervention Strategies

‘Direct intervention strategies’ means that mothers intervene in the bullying/victimization
situation directly by telling a teacher, meeting with the bullies or bullies’ mothers, or bringing their child
to the counseling center for psychological treatment. Sometimes, these strategies were used together.

“I met the aggressor’s mom, I phoned her and asked to meet. I told her that I can’t sleep whenever
I see my child’s wound.” (M14).

“It was really severe and frequent. I told a teacher and asked not to be in the same class with my
girl and that child (aggressor).” (M20).
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“One girl told F, ‘You weren’t in my class, you have come from the other kindergarten, you are
not my friend!’ So, F cried every day and didn’t want to go to kindergarten, I went to kindergarten
with F and stayed at F’s side every day.” (M6).

“I brought T to the counseling center which was run by an NGO, T received counseling for three
times.” (M20).

3.1.2. Category 1-2. Indirect Intervention Strategies

Indirect intervention strategies refer to intervening in the situation through the children. This was
the most frequent response reported by mothers. Mothers used active and passive indirect strategies.
The subcategories “active-indirect strategies” and “passive-indirect strategies” explained the category.

Subcategory 1-2-1. Active-Indirect Strategies

Mothers explained that children have to do something to reduce the bullying, so they taught their
children what to do, or they learned coping strategies to teach their children.

Generally, mothers used positive strategies such as teaching social and emotional skills to their
children to react appropriately; these skills related to solving peer-conflict positively, maintaining
relationships, increasing empathy, and communication skills.

“I said to B, ‘Put yourself in the other child’s shoes’ . . . then B told me, ‘He (she) would feel bad
. . . ’ then B seems to think that she should not do it next time.” (M2).

“I told P, ‘You approach slowly and say something to her, rather than just look at her without
words’.” (M16).

Additionally, some mothers wished their children would not exaggerate and tell just as it is.
“I didn’t imagine at all that my child did do that, I believed ‘My girl is really innocent, naive, and

a real child’ . . . But I found out that she made up stories when she was in a disadvantageous position...
I saw it, so I told her to say as it is . . . If a teacher asks you, just tell only what you see.” (M19).

Mothers noted that adults needed to support children to solve problems by themselves rather
than directly intervening in their children’s relationship problems.

“Adults’ intervening should be wise, if we want to intervene, indirect coaching is better. If we do
directly intervene in the relationships among children, children’s conflict moves to conflicts among
parents of the children.” (M11).

In some cases, mothers instructed their children to react in the same way to the aggressors
(i.e., revenge).

“When E was hit for the first time, I said, ‘You should hit the child next time. You hit the child
as much as you were pained’ . . . E hit the other child, I asked ‘How did you feel?’ E said, ‘It wasn’t
good’.” (M5).

Additionally, mothers learned from other mothers or obtained information through the Internet
concerning how to respond to their child’s victimization.

“I searched books first, psychological books in the library. I lack parenting skills. I studied how to
raise a boy, and watched TV programs related to parenting . . . I searched information through the
Internet related to ‘a bully’ . . . ” (M18).

Subcategory 1-2-2. Passive indirect strategies

Sometimes mothers told their children to ignore or avoid the aggressor and play with
other children.

“Make other friends first, and get along with [that] child later.” (M2).

3.1.3. Category 1-3. No Response or Do Not Know

Some mothers trusted the mother of the other child or did not know how to do. Sometimes they
just put up with it.

“I just thought, ‘It is children’s matter’ . . . I trusted her [the aggressor’s mother].” (M8).
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“I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t have wisdom, or experiences about this. I didn’t know the
situation enough. I just have my child’s words . . . I didn’t know what will happen, what to do... I felt
helpless.” (M16).

“I don’t have any certain answer. I can’t say to S, ‘You hit as the child did to you’ nor ‘Just stay
and do not hit back’ . . . so I told S, ‘Ask help from an adult’ . . . but the teacher says, ‘Do not tattle’ . . .
There is nothing S can do . . . so I don’t have any words for S . . . I am helpless... Do I have to say to S,
‘Run away?’ it is so sad, very sad . . . I really do not know how to tell S.” (M19).

“My boy was hit on his face really seriously in kindergarten. I really wanted to rush to the child
and do something to him/her. I have never hit my child. I was sleepless for a week . . . but I thought
something more serious like an accident might happen while he grows up so I did not express my
negative feelings to him.” (M14).

These reactions are important because the mothers’ lack of responses did not mean that they
did not care about the situation. Rather, it can be interpreted as an “inability” to react although they
wanted to act against the victimization of their children. Mothers did not react because they thought
that their child may be agitated or made more anxious by their emotional responses. The mothers’
rational responses may be appropriate; however, they could have acted by teaching children or seeking
help from others.

3.1.4. Category 1-4. Deciding to Intervene

This category describes how mothers used the diverse coping strategies explained above. The
subcategories are “understanding the situation correctly” and “discrepancy between mother and father
on intervention strategies”.

Subcategory 1-4-1. Understanding the Situation Correctly

They emphasized that understanding the situation correctly was most critical and the type of
strategy differed in each bullying situation.

Understanding the bullying situation correctly was frequently mentioned; this was important for
the mothers before acting or using an intervention.

“I phoned the aggressor’s mom, and told the story . . . later, I found that she heard a completely
different story from her son. If I didn’t know the truth, I would have asked the Hakkyo-pokryuk
intervention committee.” (M19).

Mothers used various strategies such as direct and indirect intervention strategies depending on
the bullying situation, and its severity. Additionally, several interventions could be used together.

“At first, I listen to my child’s words, and lead my child to understand the other child’s mind.
‘Why the child did it to you?’ If it doesn’t get resolved, adults need to help such as teachers, and
the other child’s mom. Adults need to interfere in the issue . . . If this doesn’t work, I will leave the
kindergarten or school.” (M17).

Subcategory 1-4-2. Discrepancy between Mother and Father on Intervention Strategies

Discrepancies in the desired means of intervention arose between mothers and fathers. The
discrepancies influenced mothers to decide on appropriate intervention strategies. Some mothers
complained that their husbands did not respond thoughtfully on this matter.

“Fathers often do not think this as serious. They think ‘Children are grown up like that.’ Mothers
are upset. I am really agonized when my child comes home with cry.” (M3).

In contrast, some mothers explained the difficulty of dealing with the strong reactions of their
husband, so sometimes they told only part of the stories to their husbands because they were afraid
that the situation would become much more severe, or difficult to manage.

“I did not tell my husband about the details. Men do not stay silent as do women. They protest
vigorously, they check whether the situation is administrative or lawful. That is why teachers are
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cautious to tell fathers. Men bear in mind and react strongly in a sudden. Mothers care of relationships,
but fathers do not . . . I am anxious that he is gone too far.” (M10).

M10 mentioned anxiety over the reaction of her husband, but she did not seem to be negative to
the active reaction of her husband. The fathers’ active reaction seemed to make the mothers relieved,
even if it was sometimes an over-reaction. In contrast, the fathers’ indifference was problematic for the
mothers to manage the matter.

3.2. Theme 2. Problems of Interventions

The theme “problems of interventions” included problems and difficulties with the current
intervention policies and programs. Problems were related to the counseling center and
school/preschools such as kindergarten, daycare centers, or both. The two categories “counseling
center/psychiatry-related” and “school-related” explained this theme.

3.2.1. Category 2-1. Counseling Center/Psychiatry-Related

The mothers used counseling centers, which can be run by the local authorities or government, or
run by professionals in child development centers, and visited child-psychiatric clinics. Regarding
the counseling centers and psychiatrists, the mothers complained about the difficulty of access.
Furthermore, follow-up treatment was not conducted at those centers therefore the effectiveness was
only temporary. The four subcategories of “lack of counseling centers”, “physical and psychological
distance”, “high costs”, and “temporary effect” explained this category.

Subcategory 2-1-1. Lack of Counseling Centers

“There are few places to get support. There is little information about counseling centers.” (M2).

Subcategory 2-1-2. Physical and Psychological Distance

Physical distance to the center made it difficult for the mothers to visit.
“It is far from my home, I hesitated whether I need to bring my child to that far, I asked myself ‘Is

my child that serious to go that far?” (M1).
Due to the psychological distance, mothers expected the problem to be solved within the

school/kindergarten.
“The Center is a third party, they don’t know our children as the kindergarten does, it feels

disconnected from us.” (M11).

Subcategory 2-1-3. High Costs

High costs were a problem that prevented some mothers from visiting psychiatric clinics. Some
mothers hesitated in using these services because of the costs, but some mothers were willing to pay
for it as long as the psychology or behavior of their children could be improved:

“I heard that it was 100,000 won [around 89 U.S dollars] per psychiatric counseling session. A
friend of mine [aggressor’s mom] said ‘It is not a waste if my boy could grow up righteously. It is
better than being a bad person later.’” (M9).

Subcategory 2-1-4. Temporary Effect

Mothers reported on the effectiveness of counseling or psychiatric treatment. However, the
effectiveness was seen as temporary.

“If the treatment of a psychiatrist is effective, the expensive fee is fine, but the effects don’t last
long... During treatment, the child looks fine, but as time goes by, the effects are fizzled out.” (M2)
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3.2.2. Category 2-2. School-Related

This category explains the mothers’ difficulty or dissatisfaction related to school or preschool
intervention. The four subcategories of “lack of knowledge”, “stigma”, “superficiality”, and “teachers’
stress” explained the category.

Subcategory 2-2-1. Lack of Knowledge

The lack of knowledge about bullying was frequently explained in terms of class teachers and the
organization of the committee members of Hakkyo-pokryuk. Wee class teachers (who were involved
only in counseling pupils at the schools) were professional counsellors; however class teachers were
not experts. Teachers in kindergarten or daycare centers were not aware of Hakkyo-pokryuk or bullying.
Mothers pointed out the problems with members of the committee. Most schools have committee
members who are parents and only sometimes have professionals such as lawyers or doctors. This
resulted in lack of knowledge of the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee.

“The Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee is not for solving children’s problems in school,
rather it looks like a place for expression of parents’ own opinions.” (M16).

“Often the committee members are parents. Thus, some committee members who are parents
may be biased to judge the bullying situation.” (M14).

Additionally, kindergarten teachers’ unskillful intervening techniques for bullying made the
situation worse.

“In the kindergarten there was a child who is developmentally advanced. He bullied other
children, so teachers suggested sending the child to upper class where one-year older children belonged.
The suggestion was formally shown without parental admission. Mothers did not agree of it. Teachers
suggested the solution clumsily.” (M9).

The untrained teachers and unprofessional members of the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee
led to many problems and caused parents’ emotional distress rather than solving the conflict reasonably.

Subcategory 2-2-2. Stigma

Lack of knowledge about bullying among the school/preschool staff can generate stigma among
children who are “trouble-makers”. The lack of management of the intervention system may have
contributed to the problem.

“L’s cousin said that Wee class is a kind of threat which is used by teacher. ‘If you keep doing like
that, you may be sent to Wee class’ . . . The teacher of my child says, ‘You can go Wee class if anyone
needs to, you can talk whatever you want and play there’ . . . but teachers in other schools say, ‘Wee
class children! Come here and follow me’, they bring the children to Wee class.” (M20).

“If W and Y fights, the committee is held, even if they were 1st graders, but the situation is spread
even to fourth and fifth graders, their names, class, etc. . . . Then, the aggressor would be fine because
other children will not bother or tease him/her. Victim is seen as pitiful to the children. The aggressor
is stigmatized as a bad child among mothers in the committee.” (M14).

Subcategory 2-2-3. Superficiality

Mothers reported that the intervention system was superficial because it did not correct bad
behavior nor did it address the children’s motive for bullying.

“I don’t think it is a good idea to make children apologize to each other in public, I have never
seen them do it sincerely.” (M17).

“A policeman comes up in the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee and greets mothers, but I
do not trust him/her at all. It is like a ‘performance’, to show someone. I don’t want it. Rather, they
should approach children friendly ‘Hey, I am here, whenever you feel afraid, call me’ . . . ” (M14).

“It does not grasp problems, each child (victim or aggressor) has his/her inside. It does not
analyze nor lead children to reconciliation. It neither teach nor guide children. Rather it does ‘this
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is your fault,’ ‘this is teacher’s fault.’ Children’s victimization is problem, but also parents who do
behave like that (in the committee) are problem.” (M16).

Mothers distrusted the solutions such as forcing apologies between the children or just judging the
children’s fault without being aware of their minds. It is doubtful whether adults have a strong will to
solve children’s problems. Alternatively, adults in the committee might not know appropriate, efficient,
and helpful ways to assist the children. Particularly, the procedure of the committee was problematic,
and this may come from a lack of knowledge about bullying among the committee members.

Subcategory 2-2-4. Teachers’ Stress

Although mothers complained of the teachers’ lack of knowledge to cope with bullying, they also
appreciated the level of stress that teachers experience may distract their attention from bullying and
interrupt the development of coping skills for bullying. Teachers experienced a lack of support in the
workplace as well as stress due to their interactions with parents.

“Teachers got hurt from parents. I have heard that teachers cry. Teachers in daycare centers do
not have break time, they do not have annual leave, they cannot manage the work related to bank
because banks close at 4 pm. If they confront mothers on the way to the bank, that can be gossip
among mothers. So I have heard that they disguised when they need to go out.” (M9).

“My friend is a school teacher. When the committee of hakkyo-pokryuk was held, the parents
assaulted her, she was so stressful that she got herpes zoster. The day after, the parents apologized her.
What is that! Humiliating a teacher in front of other parents and saying sorry next day.” (M16).

3.3. Theme 3. Expectations of Intervention

The mothers’ expectations of interventions comprised three levels: the categories “family level”,
“school level”, and “local authorities/government level” explained the mothers’ expectations. In
addition, “pessimistic for prevention/intervention” was indicated.

3.3.1. Category 3-1. Family Level

Mothers emphasized an affectionate home environment and its role in children’s character
development. Four subcategories of “parental responsibility”, “affection and attention”, “character
and moral education”, and “self-reliance” explained the category.

Subcategory 3-1-1. Parental Responsibility

Mothers should be careful about the behavior of their children; and should not overreact about
their children’s victimization.

“Parents are better not to be sensitive. If they are, children would keep reflecting it. I expect my
child is not a sensitive soul.” (M17).

Early discovery of a child’s problem is the responsibility of their parents.
“Mothers should find a child’s problem such as anxiety or violent characteristics as early as

possible, she may bring the child to a psychological therapist.” (M4).

Subcategory 3-1-2. Affection and Attention

Parents’ affection and attention concerning children’s daily lives are fundamental.
“Parents must care for children. They have to pay attention to their children, always . . . They

have to ask themselves ‘Is my child doing well in school?’ . . . Mothers’ role is most important until a
child grows up as a member of society. I am keen to my child and support him/her.” (M12).

However, one mother reported that “ignorance is bliss”. She was afraid of being neurotic if she
knew all of the details about the story. M9 seemed to avoid the situation and was distressed about her
child being bullied.
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“Sometimes, if mothers do not know, children can have opportunity to make relationships with
others, then they can solve the problem by themselves. If I hear the story from other mothers, I am
inquisitive and ask my child to check, ‘How was that child today?’ . . . If I know something, which can
make me anxious. I hope I do not know and my child does well.” (M9).

Subcategory 3-1-3. Character and Moral Education

Mothers emphasized character and moral education at home. This can be achieved by increasing
the ability of children to empathize. Conflicts among young children occur over very trivial things,
therefore adults need to teach children the means to obtain what they want without damaging
relationships or others’ emotions.

“Actually, in kindergartens, children want to have toys which others have. Then they can fight
. . . I says to P, ‘A friend may want the toy you want . . . you should not take out what others have.
You should get along with others. You have to acknowledge what others want’ . . . The other day, P
pushed another child . . . I keep saying ‘That is wrong and bad behavior’ until P understands.” (M16)

Additionally, character education should be specific rather than the rote learning of ‘good things’.
“Preventive strategies are too wide to inform them one by one . . . They should go with character

education . . . Just simply saying, ‘You should not play with X’ is not specific because my child can be
both aggressor or victim. So, character education is fundamental to prevent these behaviors... I teach
my child proper behaviors.” (M12).

Subcategory 3-1-4. Self-Reliance

Mothers highlighted children’s self-reliance; they must learn coping skills against bullying,
because it could happen throughout their lives.

“I will teach G to have autonomy, and self-reliance. G should express himself/herself, like ‘You
must not do that to me’ . . . Mothers cannot solve everything though they can help . . . A child should
stand up to the aggressor.” (M7).

3.3.2. Category 3-2. School Level

At the school level, teachers were the most important in terms of preventing bullying. In addition,
a change of curriculum was suggested. The category was explained in terms of the five subcategories:
“teachers’ role”, “increasing number of teachers, Wee class teachers, and counsellors”, “collaboration
among mothers, teachers, and psychiatrists/counsellors”, “providing more opportunity for plays and
physical activities”, and “social education programs”.

Subcategory 3-2-1. Teachers’ Role

There were many comments about the importance of teachers. Mothers mostly emphasized that
teachers were very influential, especially for young children.

“Teachers’ intervening is most effective because parents’ and teachers’ words are influential for
young children.” (M17).

“The best solution among several strategies I tried was to ask the teacher. It was definite and the
firmest solution because the teacher acknowledged the situation very accurately.” (M16).

Subcategory 3-2-2. Increasing Number of Teachers, Wee Class Teachers, and Counsellors

Mothers understood the teachers’ difficulty in caring for many children in one class and they felt
children would have more opportunities for counseling if the teacher–child ratio decreased.

“More teachers are needed . . . If the ratio of teacher-child is low, teachers would take care of
children better.” (M15).
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“Teacher-Assistants are necessary. If a child wants to go to the nursing room, there needs to be
someone who brings the child there. Also, the TA could check whether a child really goes to the
nursing room, or goes to play around.” (M19).

“One counselor in one school is really lacking, it doesn’t make sense.” (M10).
The number of professionals should be increased within educational institutions to make it easier

to take care of children and supervise bullying.

Subcategory 3-2-3. Collaboration among Mothers, Teachers, and Psychologists/Counsellors

Mothers, teachers, psychiatrists/counsellors can support each other as they each have a
unique role:

“If a teacher mediates well between mothers, the victim’s mother could understand the situation,
but if the teacher leaves mothers to meet and talk by themselves, the mothers couldn’t solve it. They are
just on their children’s sides. They may be emotional . . . Teachers could be in between aggressor’s and
victim’s mothers. Teachers balance the situation, but mothers believe their children’s words.” (M20).

“A school nurse is dispatched in every school, similarly, psychological counselors may join in the
incident and do what kindergarten teachers cannot do. They can work together.” (M8).

Subcategory 3-2-4. Providing More Opportunity for Plays and Physical Activities

Mothers expected a diminishing number of academic classes and an increase in more free play
with peers, which can help with the children’s social and emotional development.

“I want group play more, not individual play in kindergarten.” (M9).
“I wish elementary school curriculum focused on morality or diversity rather than on study. G

learns English three times per week in the daycare center, but I think playing is better than that . . .
playing, running . . . ” (M7).

Subcategory 3-2-5. Social Education Programs

A social education program needs to be accentuated from early childhood.
“I think making relationships is necessary for children. They have to develop their competence

for it. School needs to teach this. People all have different characteristics, so children should learn
about that and respect it.” (M5).

“Children have to know the possible consequences which can be caused by certain behavior. The
program related to Hakkyo-pokryuk show this. Why not kindergarten?” (M12).

Most mothers suggested various ways to resolve conflicts through social education rather than
punishing strategies. There was one mother who mentioned her experience that the intervention
strategies could differ among mothers.

“Some mothers insisted punishment whereas some mothers said that it was too harsh. Some react
strongly, other mothers step back. I have heard that there were more mothers who wanted to leave the
issue to the school.” (M2).

3.3.3. Category 3-3. Local Authorities and Government Level

Mothers’ expectations of local authorities or the government covered a wide range of interventions.
This was explained by the three subcategories of “establishing counseling places”, “improving the
sense of community”, and “systematic and sustainable public interventions”.

Subcategory 3-3-1. Establishing Counseling Places

Mothers expected places where they could talk about their difficulties related to their children
within the preschool or their local areas.
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“If a child is victimized, centers which manage parents’ stress and difficulty would be helpful.
They can tell us other cases, then we may feel, ‘Oh this is not only my issue, other people also have
similar difficulty . . . Then sometimes we can find a solution by ourselves.” (M10).

Subcategory 3-3-2. Improving the Sense of Community

Parents needed to consider other families’ perspectives. Parents’ selfishness made the
situation worse.

“Parents generally think ‘My child does well, why did the other child do that?’ This may elicit
an aggressive attitude toward others. My child can be wrong. It is better not to think only from my
child’s perspective.” (M16).

Parents needed to communicate and understand each other during parent meetings.
“Mothers are looking for a breakthrough. It is not for just a simple chat, it should be

more educational to see things positively and change their thinking . . . That kind of meeting is
needed.” (M18).

Peaceful and relaxing local places would be helpful for families’ happiness or harmony; families
can refresh and relieve their stress by visiting places such as parks, gardens, and playgrounds, which
may provide opportunities to communicate between family members and increase a sense of belonging
to the local community.

“A new playground in a forest near my block was built, and family gardening was open. We
played there many times. Providing something to local people is better than receiving a superficial
message like ‘report to police’ from the local office. I and husband shared our thoughts with our
children.” (M9).

Subcategory 3-3-3. Systematic and Sustainable Public Interventions

Mothers required that collaboration among home, school, and government levels of care should
be systematized. A coping manual for bullying was necessary.

“I think there must be a manual in educational institution such as stage 1, stage 2, etc. So, teachers
can follow the manual if an accident happens. For example, stage 1. Calling parents, stage 2. something,
and stage 3 . . . ” (M4).

All interventions should be consistent and sustainable.
“I guess there must be education related to this in public institutions. Daycare centers can search

and use those educational programs, even once a semester or once a month. Fire alarm safety training
is regularly done though it hardly happens actually. But, there are very few social education things
like emotional education, and peer relationships, though these things happen in everyday life.” (M11).

“I expect that teachers might tell children about this matter regularly.” (M20).
“From early childhood including low grade in elementary school we should have our eyes on

goerophim . . . Caring and educating children only at home is not enough, schools and home have to
counter this issue together . . . I hope the local community helps much more . . . I wish there were many
home related activities such as visiting a home regularly, family connected program, or encouraging
fathers’ participation on parenting . . . These things finally decrease goerophim because the family
becomes happy.” (M3).

3.3.4. Category 3-4. Pessimistic for Prevention/Intervention

Some mothers showed pessimistic attitudes toward the intervention or prevention efforts. They
thought that bullying could happen anywhere, and that bullies always exist unless all families are
affective and all parents provide warm parenting, which does not actually exist. They felt that
institutions could not solve the fundamental causes of bullying.

“If my child is victimized, it cannot be solved by the support from kindergarten or school... I
would invite the aggressor, be nice him/her, ask ‘what do you like?’ and then at later ‘how do you
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think about my child?’ An opportunity is needed to solve the problem at first stage but these cannot
be done by teachers or school staff.” (M8).

“Is prevention possible? I think it is not, because home atmosphere or parenting style may affect
children’s behavior in schools. So, to prevent bullying, changing family or parents is essential but
this is almost impossible . . . These children exist wherever, and whenever. However, interventions
to stop bullying are necessary. Counseling centers or supporting places should be located within the
institution.” (M1).

The mothers were doubtful and pessimistic about preventing bullying. However, they had their
own ideas about how to solve the problem such as inviting the aggressor or establishing support
centers. M8 was opposed to support from institutions whereas M1 believed it was necessary to
stop bullying.

3.4. Theme 4. Developmentally Appropriate Intervention for Young Children

Mothers strongly suggested the need for a program that included contents of young children’s
social-emotional, and psychological developmental status. These were described by the three categories
“using various resources”, “consideration of concepts and terms”, and ‘ways of expression and
language ability”.

3.4.1. Category 4-1. Using Various Resources: Real Objects, Materials, Videos, Puppets, Storytelling

Mothers explained that social skills were essential for children. To increase the children’s
social skills, various materials were suggested such as videos, puppets, and storytelling using
hypothetical situations.

“I am not sure whether the videos exist . . . those show peer relationships among young children
. . . Social relationships programs are necessary . . . The materials could be used both at home or in
kindergarten. Teachers or mothers are able to educate with the materials- fairy tales, or video, dramas
. . . ” (M11).

“Use like a role play, or storytelling, puppets. Children could tell their experiences related to the
story which the teacher tells.” (M20).

Making and showing educational videos for young children was most commonly mentioned by
mothers. The videos should show situations that children may experience in their daily lives, thus
explaining what bullying is and how to cope with it.

“The program should specify children’s peer conflict situation. Just saying ‘hitting is bad’ is not
enough . . . Using examples of the situation would be helpful.” (M5).

3.4.2. Category 4-2. Consideration of Concepts and Terms

As the young children’s concept of Hakkyo-pokryuk was unclear, it was unsuitable for them to be
educated using the term.

“I have heard that one child reported ‘He/she was hit’ to the police. He/she could have told this
to his/her teacher. He/she did not consider its severity and just directly phoned to police, the problem
became very big.” (M6).

“Young children do not know what Hakkyo-pokryuk is, but, they use the term even if a friend
teases them a little. So, the term is regarded as not serious to them.” (M19).

“The first grade in elementary school looks like an extension of kindergarten. The first
graders are very similar to kindergarteners . . . The term Hakkyo-pokryuk has strong nuance to young
children.” (M20).

Acknowledging the severity of aggressive behavior is an important issue because it affects judging
whether it is bullying, and whether it needs to be reported to the police. Young children seem to have
difficulty in distinguishing Hakkyo-pokryuk from other aggressive behavior such as fights.

This is why various materials should be used to help young children in their understanding
of bullying.
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3.4.3. Category 4-3. Ways of Expression and Language Ability

As young children are not fully able to express their experiences with language, other ways to
express their emotions and experiences should be considered.

“Children in lower grades in elementary school have difficulty with counseling because they
are clumsy when expressing themselves. Art therapy or psychological therapy would be better for
them, once or twice a month. A program that lets us know children’s inside may be helpful. There is
nothing.” (M2).

As both a proactive and reactive strategy, understanding children’s psychology is important,
especially among young children whose language is restricted. This is also why the Hakkyo-pokryuk
intervention committee may be not appropriate for lower grades in elementary school pupils as the
committee sometimes requires the children to explain the situation.

4. Discussion

This study investigated mothers’ experiences and expectations concerning bullying interventions
among young children. Mothers used their own coping strategies, which had not been learned in
public or systematically. They intervened in their children’s bullying either directly or indirectly. The
coping strategies mothers used in order to intervene in their children’s bullying were sometimes
effective and sometimes ineffective. The most problematic issue was having ‘no information’ about
bullying and intervention programs for young children. At the elementary school level, mothers
were anxious regarding less specialized teachers on Hakkyo-pokryuk. This may lead to children being
stigmatized and may mistrust intervention systems. In kindergarten/daycare centers, the lack of places
for counseling and lack of knowledge about bullying amongst the teachers were the main problems.
Mothers showed their expectations with regard to intervention for young children from multi-contexts
(i.e., family, school, and local/governmental level). These results provide many academic and political
implications for the intervention of bullying among children.

4.1. Mothers’ Intervention Strategies

The mothers predominantly used indirect intervention strategies such as teaching children social
skills, assertiveness, or appropriate behavior. They sometimes used direct strategies by asking teachers
for help or contacting the aggressor’s mother. These strategies could be used together depending on
the severity or repetition of the situation.

Mothers felt responsible for solving their children’s bullying/victimization problems, but they
often felt helpless because they felt unprepared to solve these problems. Mothers who did not respond
to their children’s bullying did not mean to convey that they did not care; rather, these mothers did
not know what to do. This implies that institutional interventions should actively support mothers.
Moreover, the mothers’ strategies were made at a personal level, and not at an institutional or public
level. There are no public manuals to inform mothers, and few places for mothers to visit for support.
As Axford et al. [19] explained, successful intervention at the individual level is difficult to achieve
and is more likely to be reactive than proactive.

4.2. Disappointment with the Intervention

Mothers pointed out the lack of a system or facilities that could offer them help. At the preschool
level, this was more problematic because the mothers of children in kindergarten/daycare centers
relied on teachers or counseling centers/psychiatric clinics. There was no formal network or system to
solve these problems at the preschool level. Counseling centers or psychiatric clinics were not easy to
access due to high costs, psychological distance as well as physical distance. Additionally, mothers
felt that the intervention effects were temporary. The temporary effects may have resulted because
the intervention strategies used by the mothers were disconnected; discussing the problem with the
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teacher and visiting counseling centers operated independently, although there is a need for them to
work together to boost effectiveness.

Lack of knowledge about bullying among teachers was consistently noted as a main problem
with the interventions. Kindergarten/daycare centers tried to mediate bullying among children,
but the teachers were typically unaware of the instructions and had not been educated on how to
teach children appropriate coping strategies when bullying occurred. At the elementary school level,
a lack of knowledge about bullying among teachers was part of the incompetent management of
the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee and Wee class. Moreover, many parents serving on the
committee did not have specialized knowledge about bullying, therefore their decisions were not
considered credible to other mothers. The incompetence of teachers or school staff may lead to
the stigmatization of children involved in the incidents, which may negatively affect the children’s
willingness to participate in the intervention programs.

Developmental consideration for younger groups was shown. Lower grade students in elementary
school were often excluded from the intervention program. Their bullying behavior was sometimes
managed by teachers or parents and was sometimes dealt with by the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention
committee. However, the committee does not seem to be appropriate for young children since it was
designed for older children.

4.3. Mothers’ Expectations for Intervention

Mothers expressed their many expectations related to the intervention policy and programs for
bullying. These were explained in terms of the family, school, and at the local authorities/governmental
level, which is consistent with developmental ecological perspectives [16]. In bullying, individual
and contextual factors are interrelated from a proximal system (children’s parents, friends, etc.) to a
broader context such as cultural norms and beliefs. Therefore, for a prevention program, multi-level
contextual factors should be considered [16,42,43].

According to the mothers we interviewed, the most fundamental prevention method was within
the family, particularly that of parental affection and character education, which has been stressed
in previous studies [17]. Affectionate parenting styles allow children to talk freely to their parents
about their difficulties, which provides them with chances to learn coping skills to prevent further
victimization [42,44]. Additionally, regular communication between children, teachers, and parents is
important to prevent and intervene in bullying as 25% of bullied children do not tell adults, which
may exacerbate victimization [26].

For young children, self-reliance was emphasized as they may confront similar or more severe
bullying situations as they grow older. This is similar to teaching assertiveness to young children as an
important strategy [45,46]. Mothers expected that the problem would be solved within the preschool
as the preschool staff know their children well. This reflects that training for teachers about bullying is
necessary, which has been emphasized in many studies [47,48].

The most reliable intervention mentioned by the mothers was the teachers’ competence. Mothers
seemed to rely on the teachers’ competence to solve the problem as a mediator. For mothers, teachers
are physically and psychologically closer to their children than counselors or psychiatrists. Training
teachers in preschool is effective in sustaining the effectiveness of the intervention because teachers
consistently care for children at least for one year whereas counsellors are connected only for a
short time.

Therefore, a systematic manual should be established, which means developing a protocol
specifying the process or stages about how teachers or parents can respond when bullying takes place.
For example, at Stage 1, teachers should pay attention to the situation and the children’s words. In
Stage 2, teachers should decide what kind of intervention is appropriate for the situation. For example,
the model for conflict mediation suggested by Kostelnik et al. [49] might be useful (i.e., initiate the
mediation process → clarify each child’s perspective → sum up, generate alternatives → agree on
solution → reinforce the problem-solving process → follow through). Teachers should also determine
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whether the children should be separated (if they are harming each other), and whether parents
should be told. In Stage 3, if these efforts fail, teachers can be connected to specialized institutions or
counseling centers. For this, a local network between schools/preschools and counseling centers/child
psychiatrists needs to be created, and access must be easy and welcoming for mothers.

More professionals should be included in the Hakkyo-pokryuk committee, and the government
should strictly control these criteria. Alternatively, a third party such as the local authorities should
intervene when necessary. This may lead mothers to view interventions as more authoritative and
effective. Smith also suggested considering the balance between school policy and action centrally [48]
(p. 421).

The superficiality of the intervention program was pointed out. To prevent further bullying, it is
fundamental to find out the reason for the bullying behavior and the course of the incident rather than
judging fault. Furthermore, bullying and victimization are often related among young children [3,4,50].
Similarly, many mothers in this study viewed the young aggressor as a possible victim of negative
parenting or a deprived home environment. One mother in this study reported her experience about
some mothers insisting on punishing the aggressor. However, most mothers of young children in this
study were less likely to blame children involved in the bullying. Rather, they considered that the
parents of aggressive children should be changed and suggested that social support was needed for
good parenting skills and a positive family atmosphere to the change home environment.

This corresponds to the theory of the restorative approach. The basic assumption of the restorative
approach is to resolve conflict, compensate hurt, and rebuild good relationships rather than blaming
bullies. Bullies acknowledge the consequences of their behavior, empathize with the victim’s emotions,
and compensate for the victim’s pain [51]. Intervention programs using a restorative approach have
been shown to be effective [52].

One mother said, “Children are still young. Deciding who are bullies and victims is adults’
judgment. Asking them to reenact the situation is not appropriate. It is caused by adults’ emotion (who
are upset for the situation). Children are not that mature yet.” (M14). This implies that intervention
policies should be based on the children’s perspectives. Adults develop intervention systems. They
wish to clarify and solve the incident through many formal processes and system; how distinguish
aggressor from victim, and how make them take responsibility of their behavior, which is retribution
justice [51,53]. It is important to prevent bullying by viewing bullying from the children’s perspective,
which is very important, especially for younger children.

Few studies have suggested a restorative approach for young children’s bullying, however, it is
not clear how it could be applied in young children’s bullying intervention. For example, circle time
could be considered where a teacher can discuss the issue to elicit a solution with a whole class.

Social and moral education were emphasized. This is not new as it has been consistently and
widely included in bullying prevention programs [54]. In particular, the home is a vital place for
shaping one’s character, personality, and school is an optimal place for practicing social skills with
diverse individuals. This implies that the cooperation of families and schools are necessary, therefore,
intervention program for families should be developed.

In South Korea, social and character education have predominantly been achieved through
informal curriculum (i.e., latent curriculum) in schools/preschools rather than through special courses
or academic subjects. However, social and moral education need to be arranged in formal education
so that they can be emphasized consistently on a regular basis. Through social education at school,
children may practice and develop their social skills with many peers. Since young children’s language
abilities, emotional competence, and social skills are still developing, schools or preschools need
to teach them to develop and practice their skills and abilities, thus young children are able to
solve their conflicts more peacefully and in socially acceptable ways. For example, SEL (Social
and Emotional Learning) programs are widely used to develop emotional ability and decrease
behavioral problems [55]. SEL has been developed as a school-based program from kindergarten to
high school and it has been shown to be effective for students’ social and emotional well-being [54].
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The effectiveness of SEL has been shown for reducing aggression though the program is not directly
related to bullying behavior [56,57].

Increasing the number of counseling centers for parents and children is required. There are no
specific programs for bullying prevention/intervention. At the preschool level, an establishment
corresponding to the Wee class is needed, which could be located within the preschool or within the
larger community.

There has been much debate on the effectiveness of “bullying-focused” solutions, or more
general solutions based on relationships and school climate and improving ‘conviencia’ (in Spanish,
implies respect and co-existence) [51] (p. 327). Current intervention systems in South Korea (i.e.,
the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee, Wee class) are closer to a “bullying-focused” solution.
Moreover, these do not seem to function effectively unless the school staff are trained. Social and
character education needs to be formalized to maintain its sustainability, whereas the procedure
in the Hakkyo-pokryuk intervention committee is superficial and lacks substantive content, so the
proactive system should be fortified. Young children’s developmental characteristics do not fit into
the bullying-focused system, and they have difficulties in controlling their desires and behaviors
without appropriate social and moral knowledge and guidance. This study indicates that the focus of
intervention for young children should be shifted from a reactive to proactive means.

4.4. Suggestions for Intervention for Young Children

(1) Family-based intervention program

Family-based intervention programs are crucial. Most mothers have difficulties in coping
with bullying situations. The program should include general proactive to specific reactive
solutions; knowledge about effective parenting styles, character/moral education, and coping manuals
for bullying.

Generally in South Korea, schools/preschools regularly distribute a newsletter to parents, which
covers a wide range of issues in schools/preschools; however, this is not sufficient for preventing
bullying. More active programs or school policy are required (e.g., parent meetings and education
about bullying). The FSFF (Friendly Schools Friendly Families) could be a good example [58] as it
focuses on parents’ attitudes, knowledge, and their self-efficacy to help children with bullying. Its
effectiveness was maximized when high-intensity intervention was made at the whole-school level
and family level [59]. Increasing parents’ awareness of bullying was performed through diverse
ways such as newsletters, booklets, songs, referral information, parent workshops, parent–child
communication sheets, and class–home activities [59]. These activities may be useful for developing
bullying interventions for parents.

Additionally, Butler and Platt developed a structured family therapy model to help by
incorporating the families, teachers, and therapists. School counselors and teachers are part of
the family therapy, and therapists are connected to the school directly during treatment. In this
family based intervention program, the collaboration between professionals and parents is strongly
emphasized [29]. Local authorities or government could help to establish the network between
professionals, teachers, and parents, and they could also offer these programs to the local communities.

(2) Establishing intervention policy and program for young children

Increasing the teachers’ specialization is an urgent issue as they require professional knowledge
regarding bullying. Policies regarding the bullying of young children as well as for teachers are
required. In South Korea, pre-service teachers in university or college must complete a course about
school bullying prevention and intervention in university or college. Pre-service teachers in early
childhood also take this course, but they learn about bullying at higher levels and do not learn about
bullying in preschool. Thus, anti-bullying training in early childhood education should be separately
established. Furthermore, for in-service teachers in preschools, education about bullying should be
implemented on a regular basis.
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Intervention programs should distinguish the lower grade students from those in the upper
grades in elementary school. Although both of these grades attend elementary school, however,
the developmental characteristics of the lower grade students are partly overlapped by those of the
kindergarteners. Their behavior could include a wide spectrum from light conflict to severe violence.
There also needs to be an academic consensus about the term for bullying among young children in
South Korea.

Intervention policies and programs should reflect a non-punitive approach (i.e., a restorative
approach) and include knowledge and skills to understand their motives for bullying, and their
developmental and psychological status. Further studies are necessary to develop this.

(3) Governmental support for prevention

Many findings noted in this study require government support and public awareness;
interventions may involve increasing counseling centers, teachers, and supervisors, awakening
people’s attention regarding the issue, and developing intervention program for teachers, parents, and
children. Social support should help families and create a friendly and generous atmosphere among
the parents. Prevention and intervention regarding bullying is an issue to be addressed by the whole
community. Fortifying interventions does not necessarily lead to a reduction in bullying incidents.
Proactive strategies may be the best solution for reducing bullying. The number of preventive services
should be increased. Social emotional, or moral education are not optional, but necessary. Additionally,
this should be arranged as part of the formal curriculum, meaning that preventive education will
be provided on a regular basis. As Smith indicated, whatever the intervention policy, sanctions,
and actions, the anti-bullying action should be effective, and for effectiveness, sustainability is truly
essential [48].

5. Limitations

There are limitations in this study. First, the teachers’ perspectives were not included, which may
be helpful for understanding why some teachers were considered incompetent by the interviewed
mothers. Comparisons of the perceptions between teachers and mothers could also be useful to
develop training programs for parents and teachers. Further study is needed to clarify how teachers
perceive situations of young children’s bullying.

Second, the results should be carefully considered for generalization because this study was
conducted with a limited sample and within a limited cultural context. This study did not investigate
the fathers’ perceptions. Future research is required to understand the father’s perspectives and
influences. Additionally, many participants in this study were relatively highly educated (college
or higher). Although this was not intended by the authors, this may partly be caused by snowball
sampling; the mothers introduced other mothers that they knew. This might have increased the
similarity among the participants. Moreover, it is not clear whether the mothers’ dissatisfaction and
difficulties in this study can be found in other cultures. Therefore, a cross-cultural study would be
useful for investigating whether the findings are similar in other cultures.

Third, cyberbullying among young children was not included in this study. Most children aged
four to eight years old have the Internet access at home and the majority of them use computers for
writing letters or chatting in The Netherlands [60]. In South Korea, 51% of children under nine years
old have their own mobile phone and 85% of children under nine years of age used a smartphone or
computer with access to the Internet [61].

Research on the parental awareness of young children’s cyberbullying is particularly important as
cyberbullying can occur over smartphones, so the parents’ role in closely monitoring their children’s use
of technology is important [62]. Therefore, investigating the parental perception of use of technology
or cyberbullying by young children is anticipated.
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6. Conclusions

Acts and laws directly reflecting school bullying and prevention/intervention systems at a
national level have been established in South Korea. However, the balance between the public
intervention system and school ownership for dealing with bullying incidents should be considered.
Systematic and public support is necessary, and long-term interventions are needed. Smith highlighted
that continuing pressure on schools and policy makers is necessary to reduce bullying. Otherwise, other
priorities than reducing bullying may be present, and some pressure could come from parents [48]
(p. 422).

This study showed the importance of parental involvement through their voices, and emphasized
the collaboration between homes, schools, and society. Additionally, it proposed a direction of
intervention for young children’s bullying. Finally, it may provide information for cultures with
similar circumstances to that in South Korea where bullying interventions for young children have not
been researched thoroughly.
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Abstract: This article analyses the evidence obtained from the application of the dialogic model of
prevention and resolution of conflicts to eradicate cyberbullying behaviour in a primary school in
Catalonia. The Dialogic Prevention Model is one of the successful educational actions identified
by INCLUD-ED (FP6 research project). This case study, based on communicative methodology,
includes the results obtained from documentary analysis, communicative observations and in-depth
interviews. The evidence collected indicates that the implementation of this type of model can help to
overcome cyberbullying; children are more confident to reject violence, students support the victims
more and the whole community is involved in Zero Tolerance to violence.
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1. Introduction

Data on the prevalence of cyberbullying among minors indicate an urgent need for scientific
evidence regarding how to prevent such bullying as early as possible [1–3], particularly in primary and
secondary school. There is abundant scientific literature [4–6] that describes how cyberbullying affects
young people in different countries. However, there is less scientific literature that describes successful
prevention programmes. As indicated by Della Cioppa, O’Neil and Craig [7], there is a current
need to develop educational interventions aimed at overcoming cyberbullying based on prevention
programmes that have been scientifically proven to be successful. To this end, Della Cioppa et al. [7]
evaluated 20 prevention programmes, few of which had been previously evaluated and even fewer
of which use scientific evidence. Those programmes that achieved scientifically acceptable results
coincided with involving the educational community as a whole or incorporating contexts beyond the
school [7].

Recently, the systematic and meta-analytical review conducted by Gaffney et al. [8] provided
evidence of the effectiveness of some cyberbullying prevention programmes. This study focused
on the analysis of 24 publications; most of them used randomised controlled trials to evaluate
cyberbullying prevention programmes and the other ones were quasi-experimental designs with
before and after measures. Some of the contributions selected for advancing in this field are related to
the fact that the evaluated programmes presented evidence of reducing cyberbullying. However, there
is a research need to identify the components of intervention programmes which are most effective
in reducing cyberbullying and victimisation and to explain the influence of overlapping offline and
online victimisation [8].
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The objective of this article is to respond to this urgent research need. Based on an analysis
of the scientific literature, the elements that a prevention programme must include to guarantee
favourable results were identified. Our in-depth study of the scientific literature focused on prevention
programmes based on the behaviour of “bystanders”, which in our context is translated as the
role of “observers” or “spectators”. In addition, we examined models of community intervention
and presented the results of the application of the dialogic model of prevention and resolution of
conflicts (DMPRC, hereinafter) [9] in a specific case. This model has been endorsed as a successful
educational initiative by the integrated research project INCLUD-ED of the European Commission’s
sixth Framework Programme. INCLUD-ED is the only social sciences research project on the European
Commission’s list of the ten most successful research projects in Europe [10]. In addition to this, a
qualitative case study was conducted using a communicative method [9].

1.1. Children’s Media Use, A Balance Approach

Minors today live in a media-inundated society. As noted by Aguaded [11], the most intelligent
and rewarding response to such a society requires the development of media competence. The concern
of families has increased in recent years due to the use that minors make of media and the risks such
use involves. As indicated by Livingstone et al. [12], it has become impossible for parents to prohibit
the use of media. Thus, according to studies conducted by Livingstone and colleagues, families and
schools should seek to maximise the opportunities to use media for learning and fun. It is necessary to
minimise the risks and invest in the education of families with the aim of creating common strategies,
face the risks and increase the positive use of media. We must also include the perspective of the
rights of minors regarding digital media while avoiding a vision of minimising risk or adopting an
alarmist view. To this end, a balanced approach should be sought [13]. Similarly, other researchers have
indicated a need to reinforce the idea of teaching children whom to befriend in social networks. For
example, this would include choosing those who treat others well and ignoring those who treat other
schoolmates with contempt. These efforts should be part of a wider attempt to create a secure online
environment for minors [14]. In addition, it is necessary to remember that cyberbullying among equals
is not the only risk that minors can face online. For example, minors may find themselves in situations
of vulnerability and become trapped in illegal activity through contacts initiated online. Preventing
such problems is part of the contemporary struggle to develop an international joint programme to
protect minors [15]. Minors should also be educated on how technologies can be used for social change
and be familiarised with how such change is being promoted through, for instance, the use of online
platforms to protect the rights of young women [16].

1.2. Cyberbullying Does not Occur Alone, It Coexists with other Types of Violence

There is extensive literature dealing with cyberbullying among minors. The consequences of such
bullying can be severe and in the worst cases, may disturb the happy and harmonious development
of girls and boys, as shown by the number of suicides of young people linked to cyberbullying [17].
Therefore, several authors emphasise the importance of regarding cyberbullying as an issue that also
affects health [18]. A study on children between the ages of 14 and 17 in six European countries found
that 21.4% had suffered episodes of cyberbullying in the last twelve months. According to the same
study, such experiences were more frequent among girls than boys (23.9% vs. 18.5%) [18]. Moreover,
recent developments point to the need of seeing the whole picture of violence, since cyberbullying
coexists with other types of violence (bullying, sexual harassment, etc.) and they need to be treated
together [19,20]. In fact, cyberbullying includes different types of violent interactions (flaming,
harassing, cyberstalking, spreading rumours, among others) [21]. In our study, we paid attention to
all of them. All these types of violence share a same root; a socialisation on attractiveness linked to
violence [22]. This type of socialisation occurs where social interactions (media, peers’ group, family,
school) generate a type of socialisation that links attractiveness to violence. Therefore, prevention
programmes based on this contribution aim at promoting social interactions where attractiveness is not
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linked to violence. According to this contribution, the key factor for understanding the whole picture
of violence is the type of socialisation that children are learning through their daily interactions [22].

1.3. Community Intervention and Interactions of All Agents Involved in Educational Centres

Several research teams have investigated digital citizenship training to address violent risks. For
example, Jones and Mitchell [23] demonstrated how training that included instruction on respectful
online behaviour and active online citizenship encouraged individuals to assume an attitude of active
observer in harassment situations, i.e., not to remain passive.

In recent years, investigations emphasising the urgency of developing programmes that
involve the wider social environment have emerged. This includes, not leaving child victims of
cyberbullying to themselves but involving their entire social community to get to the root of why
cyberbullying occurs [24,25]. Cyberbullying exists because of the aforementioned socialisation that
links attractiveness to violence [22]. This outcome explains the tendency of cyberbullies to be the most
popular members of their group [14]. As a form of social learning, this perception can be changed, and
there are schools in which violence has been rejected by involving the entire community [9]. Therefore,
strategies to prevent cyberbullying must go beyond the recommendation of parental supervision [26]
and focus on the entire community. Prevention programmes should include all the relevant aspects
of the problem: From school to families, the intervention of peers, and the use of information and
communications technology (ICT) and social networks on the basis of preventive models, not only
punitive ones [24,27]. In addition, the non-trivialization of violence and the active stance of the
entire educational community are important [28]. This transversal endeavour known as “0 violence
from 0 years old” [29] starts from early childhood. The development of empathy is basic to educate
individuals into adopting an active and realistic position in the face of cyberbullying, yet it is one of the
barriers found in the scientific literature [30]. Individuals must also learn how to act when confronted
with cyberbullying [31]. In this sense, it is also necessary to note that cyberbullying prevention should
consider the victims and those who defend them. The latter often suffer reprisals for their support,
which in the scientific literature is known as second-order sexual harassment [32]. Other authors agree
that the minors with greater social capital, that is, “wealth” in their social relations, are the ones who
act with a more proactive attitude in response to cyberbullying. Within a group of equals, these minors
can encourage a change of attitude in response to such events [33].

When minors know how to play the role of the observer in response to cyberbullying, their effect
in curbing cyberbullying increases [34]. Other research describes the impact of involving young people
in models of community collaboration to prevent cyberbullying and harassment. These interventions
obtain greater results because they reduce the fear of bullying and increase the confidence of minors in
the adults who surround them [35]. Other findings indicate the importance of training mentors for
young people in the leadership of prevention programmes [36]. The need to belong and participate in
the school improves children’s health [37].

The role of adults is fundamental. According to one study, 60% of the victims of cyberbullying
seek trustworthy adults when they report abuse [38]. Based on these results, programmes that
incorporate an active role for adults in the community reduce episodes of cyberbullying. The action
coordinated through a dialogical leadership model develops a more effective transformation [39]. In
addition, the involvement of non-academic families is essential [40], especially non-academic women,
whose participation is crucial. Their involvement is facilitated by creating dialogical participation
spaces [41] as well as the promotion of communicative acts that ensure protective factors [42]. Finally,
communication should be highlighted as a basic element. Minors require adult interlocutors who are
able to create safe and reliable communication spaces in which minors can communicate the problems
they face [43]. The literature review shows positive results on prevention of bullying and cyberbullying
through the active role of observers [25,44,45]. Among these programmes, the Green Dot Bystander
Intervention Program is highlighted, which was introduced in 26 secondary schools in Kentucky
and has been shown to be effective in reducing sexual harassment and other types of violence in the
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community [45]. Through the Cyber Friendly Schools (CFS) in Canada, researchers noted that schools
and teachers cannot prevent cyberbullying alone. Families, the minors and the community in general
must jointly address this goal if cyberbullying is to be prevented both in- and outside the school [44].
Another example is the Medienhelden Programme from Germany, based on the link between cognitive
and affective empathy and the prevention of cyberbullying. In this programme, 722 secondary schools
with students between 11 and 17 years old were evaluated, finding that an intervention over time
reduced the episodes of cyberbullying and increased the feeling of empathy [46].

The cyberbullying prevention programmes with the best results involve the entire educational
community, encourage zero tolerance for any type of cyberbullying or other type of violent interactions
and train minors, teachers and families to collaborate in the creation of spaces for dialogue. It is
recommended that educational centres apply only programmes based on scientific evidence and
establish a transversal line of action instead of teaching concrete, specific behaviour in the classroom.

Considering these previous contributions, the research questions addressed in this paper are: a)
Does DMPRC foster an environment where children feel confident to denounce cases of cyberbullying?
Does the coordination of adults (teachers and family) collaborating in a Zero Tolerance to Violence
programme create a safer space? And last, does DMPRC reduce violent interactions while increasing
active solidarity towards the victims and those who support them?

2. Materials and Methods

This research was based on a qualitative case study using the communicative methodology
approach [47]. The aim of this methodology is to find those results that improve the living conditions
of people, thus guaranteeing the social impact of the research [48]. The main characteristic of this
type of methodology is the dialogic construction of knowledge. This means establishing dialogical
interactions mediated by an egalitarian dialogue between the research team and the participants [49].
The aim is to contrast the scientific evidence with the life-world knowledge and the experience of the
people interviewed, in order to grasp in depth, the social reality studied.

2.1. Selection of the Case Study

The selected case study was based on the qualitative analysis of the application of the dialogical
model of prevention and resolution of conflicts. [9]. DMPRC, which is characterised by the involvement
of the whole educational community (teachers, family, students and other social agents), has two
main characteristics. On the one hand, coexistence agreements are reached in an assembly through
a dialogic process that involves students, family members and teachers. On the other hand, spaces
for dialogue are created with the aim to reject violence and promote interactions that construct a type
of socialisation that links attractiveness with nonviolent models [5]. The school creates a coexistence
commission that is composed by different community members (students, family, teachers), so they
monitor the implementation of the agreement and contribute to the creation of a safer space for all.
The model was applied in an educational centre for early and primary school education in Terrassa,
a city in Catalonia (Spain). This school has implemented DMPRC since the school year 2014–2015.
In this case study, the research focused on analysing the results of the application of this model in
cyberbullying detection and prevention. The educational centre, that is a learning community, had
been previously studied because of the positive results achieved in a collaboration between teachers
and families, including its impact on improving the lives of neighbourhood residents [50]. However,
this study provides the first results on cyberbullying prevention obtained in this school.

2.2. Data Collection

The educational centre had been implementing a successful educational programme involving
DMPRC for four academic school years. The research team monitored the results of the programme in
terms of improving coexistence during ten months in 2017. Among the various outcomes obtained,
this article presents those results regarding action taken in response to cyberbullying that occurred in
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a specific class of the last key stage of primary school. The analysed data were collected using three
research techniques: Documentary analysis of the data on the programme, communicative observation
of coexistence commission and in-depth interviews. The documentary analysis included, basically,
the documents related to the results obtained by the school, and the documentation related to the
implementation of DMPRC. The communicative observation of the coexistence commission at the
centre (N = 6), was conducted by one of the researchers, who participated in all of them. Five observed
commissions were held at the educational centre and were attended by 18 people on average—students,
teachers and family members. The sixth communicative observation was held on “Zero Violence”
workshop, and 90 people attended. Students that participated in these gatherings explained how the
coexistence agreement was being implemented and which were the problems that they had to face
in order to guarantee an environment free of violence. Then, an open dialogue between students,
teachers and family members was developed, in order to address the problems found. Finally, we
developed in-depth interviews (N = 4) with members of the educational community directly involved
in the follow-up on the cyberbullying case occurred. The communicative observations facilitated the
analysis of the interactions between students, families and teachers at the coexistence commission. In
these sessions, the most relevant problems were addressed and joint solutions were found. In one
observation session, a case of cyberbullying emerged. This case is discussed in greater detail in this
article. In-depth interviews were conducted with several people: The person responsible for promoting
coexistence, the teacher of the class in which the cyberbullying case occurred, the centre’s director and
the mother of a student. The aim of the interviews was to increase our understanding of the different
roles of responsibility adopted regarding the action taken, and the results that were achieved.

2.3. Ethical Issues

The case study was developed following the ethical criteria developed in the research “Saleacom.
Overcoming Inequalities in Schools and Learning Communities: Innovative Education for a New
Century” funded by the European Commission (Reference number: 645668).

3. Results

Our research results suggested three main achievements. The first was how the implementation of
DMPRC helped break the silence in situations of harassment. In the specific episode of cyberbullying
analysed, breaking the silence involved getting children to empower themselves and denounce the
cyberbullying cases. The second achievement was the improved intervention by the adult community
in response to cyberbullying, which fostered the creation of a safe environment where minors gained
sufficient trust to bring up problems that occurred outside the school. The third achievement was active
solidarity with the victims and the individuals who support them, thus succeeding at the prevention
of re-victimisation.

3.1. From Silence to an Active Stance against Cyberbullying

The coexistence commission was mixed assemblies involving families, teachers and students.
They addressed daily problems with respect to coexistence, how to act before such problems and
how to prevent them. The coexistence commission can be described as the space for dialogue where
the application of DMPRC is monitored. One goal supported by students, family members (who
were primarily non-academics) and teachers was achieved; coexistence was improved in all areas
since they began to apply DMPRC. Another highly important result was that both girls and boys had
developed the confidence to report cyberbullying or other types of violent interactions. According
to the researched participants, such reports had not occurred in the past. Therefore, the first research
question is confirmed, since the dialogic model of prevention of conflict helped children denounce
cyberbullying and feel more confident to do so. An example of this reporting was shared by the teacher
of a class group in which cyberbullying was identified.

60



IJERPH 2019, 16, 918

“One day, a child in my class tells me that he wants to talk to me and that he will come
with another classmate. So, they tell me that there has been a situation of cyberbullying
through the homework chat tool they have in class, and then, he tells me at three o’clock
I’ll bring the mobile and show it to you. (...). And yes, when they showed the conversation,
some girls were insulting another saying that nobody could stand her, that she was ugly and
stupid, and they kept laughing at her. And he intervened, saying, ‘what you are doing is
cyberbullying’, and another answered that it was a lie; and since he saw that they did not
stop, he decided to tell me about it.”.

(Antonia)

As explained by the teacher in an interview, this student intervened in the WhatsApp group
conversation because of the constant dialogue held in the school regarding such interactions and how
to act in a courageous manner. According to his teacher, when asked why he was so determined to
denounce the situation, the student answered, “because you are brave if you denounce, and if you do
not do it, you’re not” (Maria). This is an action that empowers the educational community to act, and
that can improve the physical and emotional wellbeing of the victim and the people who support him.
His teacher also added, “The victim is fine; the peers treat her well with respect. (...) in the case of the
child who reported the cyberbullying case, the class has admired him” (Maria, teacher). According to
the interviewee, in this manner, it has been possible to create a climate in the school where silence is
not desired when cyberbullying or other types of violent interactions occur. On the contrary, instead of
silence, actively facing harassment has become attractive. According to the interviewees, girls and
boys who perceive this new climate feel empowered and dare to talk about cyberbullying or other
aggressive interactions, something that did not occur in the school before DMPRC was implemented.

3.2. More Secure and Trusted Environments when Adults are Working in the Same Direction with Evidence

Regarding the question of whether or not the coordination of adults (teachers and family)
collaborating in Zero Tolerance Violence creates a safer space, the answer is affirmative, in line with
the scientific findings in this field. According to the data analysed, students feel secure at school, they
treat coexistence problems as a community concern and the fact of seeing their families and teachers
together increases their confidence. One of the contributions explained by the coordinator of the
coexistence commission was that students also talk about the problems that they have outside school:

“You think that the increase in the security feeling is due to the fact that now they also
turn to us with problems that occur with other children in the neighbourhood”. Similarly,
the centre’s director highlighted the students’ trust in the educational community: “The
students feel that they have the support of the adults who care for them and protect them, an
environment they can count on”. In another example, the interviewed mother noted that,
“ever since the problem of cyberbullying was discussed in the gathering, teachers, students,
family members, children are much better”.

(Hamida)

In this sense, the interviewees indicated that working together to eradicate violence creates a
good atmosphere achieved in various domains within the school: In the coexistence commission, in
the training of family members and teachers, and in the daily dialogues that occur in the school. The
positive effect achieved in all these domains has been guided by scientific evidence that supports
DMPRC and the validity of dialogic pedagogical gatherings. For the coexistence coordinator, the
role played by this type of discussion was key to establishing harmony in the school’s approach to
preventing violence and teachers’ actions according to this principle:

“(...) The process of reading is fundamental: Scientific evidence, reading and sharing, and
implementing. Without that part of the training, we would not succeed because everyone
would go with his or her own preconceived ideas, and we would not be so successful. (...)”.
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(Montserrat)

Therefore, one key to success was to address the problem using scientific evidence. Another one
was to engage the entire community in dialogue to agree on common criteria for action, both in the
family and at school.

3.3. Active Solidarity toward Victims and the Individuals who Support Them

Last, we highlight an important result regarding a change of attitude toward victims and
the individuals who support them. Regarding the question of whether or not DMPRC reduces
cyberbullying and increases active solidarity with the victims and those who support them, the answer
is affirmative. According to the interviewees, in the past, when one student bullied another, other
students that saw this behaviour chose to be quiet because they felt afraid of the consequences of
supporting the victim, for instance being bullied too. Some students even decided to engage in the
bullying in order to be more popular. Now, since the application of DMPRC, this behaviour has
changed. One teacher explained an attack on a child who reported an episode of cyberbullying:
“The day after denouncing the cyberbullying and making it public, one of the children was attacked;
someone had written rat in his book” (Antonia). According to the teacher, in response, the class
was stopped and the students discussed the problem. The class group demonstrated solidarity with
the child who had denounced the cyberbullying case because the child had shown courage, and the
student who wrote the insult was left without support. In this way, students learn to reject violent
behaviour by practicing solidarity, and the bullies change more quickly because they do not find social
recognition from their peers, from the families or the teachers. No one supported the violent behaviour,
according to the interviewees.

4. Discussion

The literature review suggested that research needs to provide more evidence on successful
programmes addressed to prevent cyberbullying cases in schools [7,8]. Recent findings suggested
the need to focus on the components of intervention programmes which are most effective in
reducing cyberbullying perpetration and victimisation [8]. This case study provided evidence that
contributes to advances in this research field. The dialogic model of prevention and resolution of
conflicts implemented the recommendation of involving the whole community (students, teachers and
family) [24,25,45] and obtained excellent results.

This involvement is characterised by a dialogic process where members of the community reach
agreements on coexistence and monitor the application of such agreements through the coexistence
commission. In this commission, students have a prominent role supported by adults of the community
(teachers and family) [9]. By seeing that their reference adults work together for eradicating all types
of violence, children feel more confident to report cyberbullying episodes. The school or families did
not prohibit the use of media; in fact, in this case students have a WhatsApp group for homework.
It was in this group that the cyberbullying episode occurred. Nevertheless, adults do not leave
students alone with those online interactions but apply the balance approach of children media
use [13,14]. Adults accompany this use through dialogic intervention. For this reason, when one
child saw the cyberbullying episode, he felt the courage to explain it to his teacher, because bystander
attitudes [25,44,45] are encouraged by the community every day. However, one of the components
that none of the programmes analysed in the literature review explained is the second characteristic of
DMPRC. This second characteristic focuses on the promotion of interactions that reject violence, while
promoting interactions that construct a type of socialisation that links attractiveness with nonviolent
models [9].

This contribution overcomes one of the barriers found in the literature review; the fact that
cyberbullies tend to be considered among the most popular members of their group of peers [14]. If
children feel that being a cyberbully makes you more attractive and popular, the prevention programme
will always fail. For this reason, one of the success components found in the application of this
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dialogic model of prevention and resolution of conflicts is that it addresses this problem by including
interactions that promote attractiveness towards nonviolent attitudes. Thus, the scenario is reversed,
and the brave and popular students are those who reject violence. An example of this can be seen in the
fact that one of the students increased his attractiveness after rejecting the violence in the WhatsApp
group and denouncing the cyberbullying case. One of the cyberbullies tried to attack him saying that
he was a rat, but instead of being bullied by the other peers, the group faced this attack by supporting
him and the victim of cyberbullying. Therefore, the solidarity attitude increased between peers, and
the child who bullied learnt that he had no more peer support for his behaviour. This way is one of the
most effective manners to change this behaviour according to the analysis of the literature review and
the fieldwork done. This last contribution helps to advance the research of effectiveness of components
on cyberbullying prevention programmes.

The limitation of this research relates to the fact that the in-depth interviews were conducted only
with adults. Even though student voices were heard indirectly in the observations and interviews,
future research should seek to gather students’ opinions in a more direct manner, for instance through
communicative discussion groups. This would allow gaining insight in their results’ contribution of
the dialogic model of prevention and resolution of conflicts that faces cyberbullying as well as other
types of violent interactions.

5. Conclusions

Despite this limitation, the article contributed to the scientific literature by offering qualitative
evidence of the impact of applying the dialogical model of prevention and resolution of conflicts.
Without the programme, the girl who was cyberbullied in the WhatsApp group would continue
suffering this violence today. Yet, now, she feels protected and has more friends willing to show their
support. At the same time, the evidence contributed to the crucial role of bystanders, by showing
that when their action is seen as brave and attractive, its effectiveness is increased. In addition, all the
children in the school feel more confident in their adult environment than they did before. They do not
hide what occurs, and they show trust. They know that to denounce it is to be brave and when facing
a problem, they seek the support of their teachers and families in order to find a solution all together,
as they stated in the interviews. Future research can examine more in depth the type of interactions
that successfully achieve the eradication of all types of violence, including cyberbullying interactions.
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Abstract: The increase in the prevalence of bullying and cyberbullying in recent years worldwide
is undeniable. Although several intervention programs oriented towards the reduction of bullying
and cyberbullying have been developed and implemented, significant disparities have been found
regarding their efficacy. In most of the cases, the lack of the implementation of interventions involving
all of the school community could be on the basis of this limited efficacy. The present study aimed to
evaluate the effectiveness of the TEI Program, an intervention based on peer tutoring, in the reduction
of bullying and cyberbullying, and in the improvement of school climate. The design of the study was
quasi-experimental, in which 2057 Spanish students (aged 11 to 16 years) participated from 22 schools,
and were randomly assigned to the experimental group (10 schools, 987 students) or the control group
(12 schools, 1070 students). The obtained results showed a significant reduction in bullying behavior,
peer victimization, fighting, cyberbullying and cybervictimization in the experimental group after
the intervention implementation. Similarly, a significant improvement in factors of school climate
was found only in this group. The obtained results demonstrated that the TEI program is effective in
reducing bully and cyberbully behavior, and at the same time, improving the school climate.

Keywords: bullying; cyberbullying; school climate; intervention program

1. Introduction

Bullying and cyberbullying, as phenomena increasing in prevalence, are public health problems
which entail severely negative consequences for health and quality of life, both for victims and
perpetrators [1]. Researchers have found that between 40% and 55% of students in school are involved
in some way of victimization (as victims, aggressors or observers), between 20% and 50% report
experiences of verbal harassment and between 2% to 7% of students have been victims of a severe
form of physical aggression [1,2]. Prevalence rates of bullying behaviors found in different countries
vary widely depending on the ages of samples and the period of time over which information is
requested [3]. For example, several studies have demonstrated that in Chinese societies school bullying
behaviors varies widely according to samples of adolescents aged 10 to 18, which rank from 8% to
52% [4]. For cyberbullying, there are also variations in prevalence rates of self-reported victimization
with rates of 55% in North America and Asia, 25% in Canada and 30% in Europe [3,5,6].

The global increase in prevalence in bullying and cyberbullying has supposed the basis
of the development of a series of anti-bullying interventions, although some of them possess
limited efficacy [7]. A recent meta-analysis has demonstrated that anti-bullying programs effectively
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reduce school-bullying perpetration by approximately 19–20%, and school-bullying victimization
by approximately 15–16% [8]. Among the most significant protective factors against bullying and
cyberbullying victimization, school climate, school safety and peer influence have been found to lower
rates of victimization among peers [5]. School climate can be defined as the quality of the interactions
between students, teachers, parents, and school staff, reflecting the norms, values, and goals that
represent the educational and social missions of the school [9]. School and the relationships that
adolescents establish in this context play an important role in socioemotional development during
adolescence [10]. Some authors indicate that the promotion of safe schools through the improvement
of school climate and those in which teachers, students and families are involved, with an active
participation of the whole community should be part of the intervention programs oriented to the
prevention and intervention of bullying [11,12]. However, these multicomponent programs have been
less studied and the results to date are controversial [13]. Thus, while some studies have demonstrated
positive results [12], other studies have failed to find a significant association. For example, in a
metanalysis by Ttofi and Farrington [13], school-based interventions including work with peers did
not demonstrate effectiveness in bullying reduction. The dichotomization of the analyzed variables
and the lack of an exhaustive analysis of peer tutoring activities employed in the revised studies could
explain these negative results [14]. Moreover, it is likely that this ambiguity in the obtained results is
based on the specific characteristics of activities of peer tutoring programs, rather than the nature of
the intervention. Given these controversial results, new studies are required to simultaneously identify
the variables that could modulate this effectiveness, in which the school climate could play a main
role [15].

In this study, we examined the effectiveness of the TEI program, a Spanish initiative for bullying
and cyberbullying reduction based on the ecological model of peer tutoring in schools.

TEI Program “Peer Tutoring”

TEI program, acronyms that refer to the terms in Spanish “Tutoría Entre Iguales”, is a school-based
intervention of peer-tutoring, oriented towards the prevention of school violence and cyberbullying,
and designed for students of secondary education schooling. The main objective of this program is the
improvement of the school climate and the promotion of a positive school coexistence through the
development of adequate solving problem strategies and the integration of a culture of zero tolerance
for violence as an identity school trait. The TEI program is based on an institutional intervention
that entails the collaboration and commitment of the whole school community. It is designed on the
basis of the Ecological Systems Theory of Bronfenbrenner [16], the principles of emotional intelligence
theories from the studies of Salovey and Mayer [17] and Goleman [18]; and positive psychology [19].
The development and implementation of the intervention can be described as follows:

Stage 1: Dissemination and Awareness about the Intervention along the School Community

The beginning of the intervention program is based on the information about and dissemination
of the principles of the program between all members of the school community (teachers, families and
students). In this stage, the application of the intervention program is approved by the management
team of the teaching center. During this stage, families receive information regarding the objectives and
characteristics of the program by the TEI staff, a group of specialized education professionals involved
in the development and implementation of TEI program in schools. Besides being informed, families
are encouraged to be actively involved in the implementation of the program during the school year.
Volunteer parents receive training on detection and action against harassment and victimization.

Stage 2: Teacher Training

The TEI staff develops an initial intensive training for teachers with a duration of 30 h (10 h
in face-to-face format and 20 h in virtual format). During this educational training, teachers of the
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school create a TEI group of teachers and a coordinator is designated. This group is responsible for
coordinating the implementation of the intervention in the school.

Stage 3: Student Tutors Training

Students tutors receive an initial training of 3 sessions lasting 1 h, based on the socioaffective
method. The contents of this training are addressed to personal qualities of tutors, tutor functions,
social abilities, prosocial behavior, empathy and problem-solving strategies. The TEI staff carry out
1 session of 1 h quarterly to follow up on the implementation of the intervention with student tutors.
About 94% of students from all centers involved in the project were interested in participating as tutors.
The rest of the students participated in the coordination by helping the teachers of the school involved
in the program. The goal was that all students were involved in some way in the program.

Stage 4: Pairing Students

During this phase, the group of teachers who coordinate TEI implementation in the school created
pairs of tutor-tutee, taking into account the age of the participants and the interpersonal skills. The
maximus age difference between tutor and tutee was 2 years. Concerning to interpersonal skills, the
students were classified by teachers on a likert scale of 1 to 3 (low, medium and high demand) points
depending on the vulnerability or risk of harassment and the skills to help their peers. Students with
high interpersonal skills were assigned as tutors of vulnerable younger students. Furthermore, an
interview between tutors and tutees was conducted, and group dynamics during this session were
developed to promote cooperativeness between them.

Stage 5: Intervention Development

This stage is based on the permanent training of the conformed pairs throughout three specific
types of activities:

- Cohesion activities. The objective is to consolidate and facilitate the tutor-tutee relationship. 2
sessions are held per quarter during school hours.

- Tutorial activities. A formal tutoring is carried out each month between the tutor and tutee,
as well as between tutors and program coordinators. In the same way, there are also informal
tutorials that take place during recess, when leaving class, in the corridors, etc. The development
of informal tutorials is highly promoted in the intervention program, taking into account that
they are considered the main key to achieve the objectives of the intervention. The student tutor
keeps a record of the informal tutorials carried out.

- Specific training activities. The program includes an intervention of 9 sessions lasting 1 h each,
distributed throughout the academic year within the tutorial action plan. Each session is aimed
towards the development of a specific skill. The methodology of the sessions is as follows: tutors
present the skill to be worked and the specific activity to perform in class. Then, the activity is
put into practice through specific tasks, and finally, tutors and tutees summarize the contents of
the session by completing a mural or graphic poster in order to transfer the knowledge worked
in the session to the whole school. The contents of the sessions are: emotional self-knowledge,
emotional regulation, social competences and the positive use of ICTs.

Stage 6: Closing

A joint activity aimed to the diploma delivery accrediting participation in the TEI program to all
involved agents (tutors, tutees, teaching staff and family volunteers) is performed at the end of the
academic year.

Bearing all this in mind, the main aim of the present study is to evaluate the effectiveness of the
TEI program reducing bullying and cyberbullying and promoting a positive school climate in schools.
Following the results of the previous research regarding this issue, it has been hypothesized that the TEI
program, based on peer tutoring, will be effective in the reduction of bullying and cyberbullying [12].
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In the same way, it is expected that the application of this program in schools results in a school climate
improvement [12].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Procedure

The sample was derived from a randomized small-scale trial of peer tutoring program in 22 public
secondary education schools of Spain. The program and the battery of instruments used were presented
and explained to the centers’ management teams, who valued it positively. They presented it to each
School Council as part of the Coexistence Project and Improvement Plan of the Educational Center who
granted informed consent to participate in it. Secondary education schools were matched at baseline
based on size and demographics to condition (i.e., intervention vs wait-list control). All procedures
performed in the present study were in accordance with the ethical standards of the University of
Alicante and the Educational Directive Committee from Schools involved in the study (Ref number:
UA2015-1013).

The final sample included 2389 students who enrolled in the project in the fall of 2015.
The inclusion criteria were: (1) presence in the classroom on the day of the survey; (2) ability to
read and complete the questionnaires; (3) informed consent of parents and adolescents over 12 years
of age before data collection. In total, 2057 students were included in the final analyses, since they had
participated and completed phases T1 and T2 (86.1% of the initial sample) and their questionnaires
could be correctly matched. The abandonment of just over three hundred and thirty-two students
was mainly due to errors when completing the corresponding identification code that the students
themselves had to create to guarantee their anonymity or absence on the day of data collection.

Students data collection was conducted in September-October 2015 (baseline, T1) using online
surveys for the Experimental Group (EG) and Control Group (CG). Only students, teachers and
families of the EG received the intervention. The second data collection (follow-up T2), took place after
seven months, May-June 2016, a few weeks before the end of the same school year. Data for the CG
were collected during the same period as for the EG.

2.2. Participants

Participants included 2057 students, of which 49.6 % (n = 1021) were female and 50.4 % (n = 1036)
male. Participants ranged in age from 11 to 16 years at the beginning of the program, with a mean
age of 13.08 (SD = 1.18). 987 students from 10 secondary education schools were assigned to the
experimental group. A total of 496 students of third year of secondary education were tutors of 491
first year tutees; and 1070 students from 12 schools were assigned the control group. There were no
significant differences between groups in gender (X2 = 1.104, p = 0.29). However, in age, differences
between groups were found (t = –2.962, p = 0.001). For that reason, age was controlled in the subsequent
analyses as a covariate.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Bullying

The Illinois Bully Scale (20) is an 18 item, self-report measure that contains three subscales for
measuring the frequency of fighting, peer victimization, and bully behavior. Students were asked to
indicate how often in the past 30 days they have engaged in each behavior. Response options included
“Never,” “1 or 2 times,” “3 or 4 times,” “5 or 6 times,” and “7 or more times.” These response options
allow the assessment of the persistence of the bullying. Higher scores indicate more self-reported
bullying behaviors. The Spanish version of the Illinois Bully Scale in the present study was found to be
a reliable and valid measure of bullying behavior showing a factor structure that fit indices in Spanish
adolescents with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin index and Barlett sfericity (KMO = 0.906; χ2 = 16,994.404;
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gl = 153; p = 0.00) explaining the 58.01% of variance. While the confirmatory factor analysis obtains
optimal adjustment indices χ2 = 521.377; RMSEA = 0.041; SRMR = 0.029; CFI = 0.976; GFI = 0.973;
NNFI = 0.968; and RFI = 0.959 according to Hu and Bentler [20]. Internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alpha) for each factor in the sample analyzed in this study was good: bully behavior (α = 0.89); peer
victimization (α = 0.75) and frequency of fighting (α = 0.76).

2.3.2. Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying was evaluated employing the E-Victimization Scale (E-VS) and E-Bullying Scale
(E-BS) [21]. These scales identify bullies and victims of bullying that use electronic devices and
ICTs developed for youth. The E-VS includes 5 items, while the E-BS is composed of 6 items, all
of them introduced by the sentence: “In the last 7 days . . . ” Students are asked to indicate the
frequency (from 0 to 6 or more times) of which they have suffered (E-VS) or have inflicted (E-BS)
certain behaviors via ICTs. Given this scale were not available for the wider Spanish population,
we followed the international standards published by the International Test Commission, using the
translation-back-translation process [22,23]. In the validation these scales show their suitability in the
exploratory factor analysis with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin index and Barlett sfericity (KMO = 0.856; χ2 =
9960.413; gl = 55; p = 0.001) explaining the 58.65% of variance. The confirmatory factor analysis obtains
optimal adjustment indices χ2 = 169.689; RMSEA = 0.039; SRMR = 0.024; CFI = 0.986; GFI = 0.985; NNFI
= 0.981; and RFI = 0.975 according to Hu and Bentler [24]. Internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) for
each factor in the analyzed sample in this study was good: E-VS (α = 0.85) and E-BS (α = 0.80).

2.3.3. School Climate

The Spanish version of the school climate questionnaire has been previously validated for
evaluating the quality of school climate in Spanish high-schools, showing adequate psychometric
properties in this context [25]. The overall instrument is composed of 49 items, grouped into
10 subscales ranked on a 4-point Likert scale. In the present study we only included four subscales
assessing Satisfaction with school (8 items), Sense of belonging (5 items), Cooperation (3 items),
and Communication between family and school (6 items). These subscales have showed good reliability
coefficients, with alpha Cronbach values ranking from α = 0.88 for Satisfaction; α = 0.75 for Sense of
belonging; α = 0.76 for Cooperation; and α = 0.85 for Communication between family and school.

2.4. Data Analysis

For the analyses, scores of participants from the EG and CG in each of the evaluated variables
were employed. First, T-test comparison between EG and CG were employed to analyse possible
differences in baseline between groups. Effect size estimation was also computed for each pair
of variables using Cohen’s definitions (1988). ANCOVA of repeated measures of ‘moment’ (T1
pre-intervention vs T2 post-intervention) with ‘group’ (participants from the EG vs participants from
the CG) as between-subject factor was performed to analyze the effectiveness of the intervention
reducing bullying and cyberbullying, and improving school climate. For significant results, partial
eta-squared (η2) was reported as a measure of the effect size [26]. Furthermore, the percentage change
between scores from T1 to T2 was calculated following this formula: [(T2 − T1/T1)]*100. As has
been previously indicated, age was introduced in the analyses as a covariate. All statistical analyses
were performed using SPSS (International Business Machines Corporation (IBM), Armonk, NY, USA),
Statistics for Windows, Version 23.0, considering p < 0.05 to be significant. The descriptive values are
expressed as mean and standard deviation (M and SD, respectively).

71



IJERPH 2019, 16, 580

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics in T1 and T2 for the Both Groups (EG and CG) and Percentage Change for Bullying,
Cyberbullying and School Climate

Regarding bullying and cyberbullying, the conducted analyses did not revealed significant
differences between the EG and the CG in baseline scores (T1) for bully behavior (t = 1.57, p = 0.11;
Cohen’s d = 0.06), peer victimization (t = −0.55, p = 0.57; Cohen’s d= 0.02), fighting (t = 0.68, p = 0.49;
Cohen’s d = 0.03), cyberbullying (t = 1.40, p = 0.16; Cohen’s d = 0.06) or cybervictimization (t = 1.11,
p = 0.26; Cohen’s d = 0.04). With regard to school climate, no differences were found between groups
in satisfaction (t = −1.21, p = 0.22; Cohen’s d = −0.05), sense of belonging (t = 1.41, p = 0.15; Cohen’s d
= 0.06), cooperation (t = −1.33, p = 0.18; Cohen’s d = −0.05) and communication between family and
school (t = −1.12, p = 0.25; Cohen’s d = − 0.04), measured at baseline (Table 1).

Table 1. Mean and Standard Deviation (T1-T2) and percentage change by groups.

Variable Scale
Condition

EG (n = 987)
CG (n = 1070)

Mean (SD) T1 Mean (SD) T2
Percentage

Change

Bullying

Bully behavior EG 3.80 (5.76) 3.37 (4.68) −11.31%

CG 3.44 (4.51) 4.80 (5.92) 39.53%

Peer victimization
EG 2.05 (2.93) 1.93 (2.84) −5.85%

CG 1.97 (2.94) 2.64 (3.50) 34.01%

Fighting
EG 1.83 (2.89) 1.76 (2.84) −3.82%

CG 1.74 (2.81) 2.52 (3.62) 44.82%

Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying EG 2.27 (3.10) 1.59 (3.80) −29.95%

CG 2.08 (3.13) 2.21 (4.48) 6.25%

Cyber
victimization

EG 3.19 (4.82) 1.94 (4.51) −39.18%

CG 2.95 (5.10) 2.70 (5.30) −8.47%

School climate

Satisfaction
EG 17.20 (4.65) 18.08 (4.78) 5.11%

CG 17.46 (4.98) 17.17 (4.68) −1.66%

Sense of belonging EG 6.92 (2.50) 11 (2.82) 58.95%

CG 6.76 (2.60) 8.94 (2.98) 32.24%

Cooperation EG 5.86 (2.) 7.51 (1.61) 28.32%

CG 5.98 (1.99) 5.91 (2.06) −1.66%

Communication
between family

and school

EG 13.65 (3.47) 15.98 (2.45) 17.06%

CG 13.82 (3.62) 13.12 (3.29) −5.06%

The results regarding the impact of the TEI program on the prevalence of the different
variables showed different percentage variations in CG and EG. Table 1 shows how the involvement
in bully/victimization and cyberbullying/cybervictimization decreased over time only in EG;
while the school climate subscales mostly increased in the students who participated in the peer
tutoring program.

3.2. Effectiveness of the Intervention in Bullying Reduction

The obtained results show a significant effect of the interaction group*time for Bully behavior
(F(1, 20) = 30.973; p = 0.00; η2 = 0.015), Peer victimization (F(1, 20) = 15.299; p = 0.00; η2 = 0.007) and
Fighting (F(1, 20) = 19.552; p = 0.00; η2 = 0.009). As previously indicated, age was introduced in the
model as a covariate, but did not reach statistical significance for Bully behaviors (F(1, 20) = 9.389;
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p = 0.256), Peer victimization (F(1, 20) = 0.2; p = 0.644), Fighting (F(1, 20) = 0.318; p = 0.573). The values of
the Bully behavior, Peer victimization and Fighting subscales decreased significantly from T1 to T2
only in the students who participated in the TEI intervention program, finding statistically significant
differences between the EG and CG in T2 (p = 0.001) (see Figures 1–3).

 
Figure 1. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Bully Behavior.

 

Figure 2. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Peer Victimization.

 
Figure 3. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Fighting.

3.3. Effectiveness of the Intervention in Cyberbullying Reduction

With respect to Cyberbullying, a significant interaction effect of group*time was found for
Cyberbullying (E-Bullying Scale) (F(1, 20) = 12.382; p = 0.000; η2 = 0.006), and Cybervictimization
(E-Victimization Scale) (F(1, 20) = 9.516; p = 0.002; η2 = 0.005). When age was introduced in the model
as a covariate, no significant statistical effects of this variable were found for Cyberbullying (F(1, 20)
= 2.733; p = 0.098) or Cybervictimization (F(1, 20) = 0.435; p = 0.510). As it can be seen in Figures 4
and 5, in the CG the scores were similar from T1 to T2 (p > 0.05). However, in the EG the scores were
significantly lower in the T2 phase, finding statistically significant differences between the EG and the
CG in T2 (p = 0.001).
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Figure 4. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Cyberbullying (E-Bullying Scale).

 

Figure 5. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Cybervictimization (E-Victimization
Scale).

3.4. Effectiveness of the Intervention in School Climate Improvement

The analyses of differences regarding School Climate showed a significant effect of the interaction
group*time in Satisfaction (F(1, 20) = 16.818; p = 0.000; η2 = 0.008); Sense of belonging (F(1, 20) = 126.234;
p = 0.00; η2 = 0.058); Cooperation (F(1, 20) = 195.768; p = 0.00; η2 = 0.089) and Communication between
family and school (F(1, 20) = 233.528; p = 0.00; η2 = 0.102). As in the previous cases, when age was
introduced in the model as a covariate, this variable did not reach statistical significance in any of the
variables of the School Climate: Satisfaction (F(1, 20) = 2.056; p = 0.152), Sense of belonging (F(1, 20) =
2.515; p = 0.113), Cooperation (F(1, 20) = 2.132; p = 0.4), and Communication between family and school
(F(1, 20) = 1.853; p = 0.174). Although the EG and CG obtained similar scores in all of the subscales of
the School Climate questionnaire in T1 (p > 0.05), only the experimental group significantly increased
their scores in all variables of school climate in T2, finding statistically significant differences between
groups at this moment (p = 0.001) (Figures 6–9).

 

Figure 6. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Satisfaction.
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Figure 7. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Sense of belonging.

 

Figure 8. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) Cooperation.

 

Figure 9. Interaction effects of group (EG-CG) and time (T1-T2) in Communication between family
and school.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed at the evaluation the effectiveness of the TEI Program in the reduction
of bullying and cyberbullying, and the improvement of school climate in a sample of adolescents. Our
results suggest that the Spanish TEI program may be effective for improving school climate factors
including satisfaction with the school, sense of belonging, cooperation and positive communication
between family and school. These factors were positively related to low rates of fighting, bullying and
cyberbullying victimization.

The TEI program is based on its highly organized proposal, the involvement of all members of
the educational community in the intervention and the development of a set of specific materials
and activities that could be adapted to the school needs and context. Different training activities
are carried out, paying special attention to the formal and informal tutorials that the students will
participate in with other students and with the coordinator. In this sense, as previously indicated,
the program puts a lot of emphasis on informal tutorials, which are considered as the key element to
achieve the objectives of the intervention by generating a real and informal support network between
students. These actions generate an environment where cooperation, communication and negotiation
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are highly promoted, giving voice and space to the students and to the whole educational community.
Thanks to this, members of the school community could manifest openly their personal needs, creating
situations of social learning in the school environment. In this context, students listen to each other,
detect possible situations of interpersonal conflict or harassment and empathize with peers in difficult
situations. In this way, students are empowered in order to develop a feeling of coexistence in which
violence has no place.

Contrary to previous research in which interventions based on peer tutoring did not demonstrate
effectiveness in the reduction of bullying among schools [13], this research pointed out how programs
created following this theoretical approach could be useful for this aim. As has been explained by
Cowie and others [27,28], peer-tutoring could be an excellent tool for violence reduction in schools by
promoting an increase of self-perception and introspection abilities in students, while interpersonal,
social and conflict resolution skills are trained. The increase of befriending, mediation skills and
active listening have been proposed as the main mechanisms that could be on the basis of violence
reduction in schools communities which implement peer-tutoring interventions [27]. This fact entails
the development of a caring school community in which violence has no place. Unlike other type
of programs in which the intervention of teachers is more directive and invasive, peer-tutoring
gives responsibility to students, an approach that ethological studies of conflict resolutions have
demonstrated to be the best strategy [27]. Furthermore, this intervention approach has benefits for
the whole community, but fundamentally, for tutors and tutees. In a classic study aimed to identify
positive results of peer tutoring both for tutors and tutees, the author identified that after the peer
tutoring intervention, tutors had more self-confidence, developed a higher grade of responsibility and
experienced an increase of their feelings of belonging to the school community [29]. Furthermore, peer
tutoring usually improved their self-esteem, as they assumed the responsibility of doing something
that contributed to the improvement of their school environment. The reasons that they indicated
for these changes were based on the interpersonal and prosocial behavior training that they received,
mainly active listening. For tutees and possible victims, the program gives them the possibility of
communicating what happens to them or having favorable interlocutors to transmit it, since tutors are
peers that are willing to help and are usually in a better social position in the school [30]. Aggressors
are also influenced by the intervention, because their performance and the environment generated by
peer tutoring forces them to perceive, evaluate and become aware about the acts they carry out and the
negative consequences of harming their peers. Witnesses of bullying are also affected, so the capacity
of reflection regarding violence is fostered in the program, and they are more aware of every form of
abuse, even those may be more hidden or unnoticed, adopting a more active behavior in situations of
bullying and cyberbullying [30].

All of these results derived from peer tutoring interventions are clearly opposed to the
development and maintenance of school violence, so they could be proposed as possible mechanisms
explaining the effectiveness of the TEI program in violence reduction. Therefore, the development of
prosocial and altruistic behaviors, the instruction regarding problems solving strategies such as active
listening and the promotion of empathy towards peers could be on the basis of the effectiveness of
peer tutoring programs. However, this type of interventions is oriented towards the whole school
community, and for that reason, other complementary explanations should be addressed, putting the
focus on global variables, such as school climate. The improvement of school climate could be one
of the underlying mechanisms of the positive obtained results regarding the efficacy of TEI program
on bullying and cyberbullying. In this sense, significant improvements have been found in all of
the variables that characterized this construct. Probably, one of the main mechanisms explaining the
effectiveness of the proposed intervention program could be based on the demonstrated improvement
of the school climate in the experimental group. Recent research has demonstrated that school climate
has direct impacts on bullying. A school in which student feels safe, comfortable and engaged with
the community will probably show lower rates of bullying, as demonstrated in previous research [15].
In our study, the students who received the intervention exhibited significant improvements in general
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satisfaction with the school, as a significant increase of engagement feelings, cooperation between
students and communication between families and the school. It is likely that the intervention program
could promote a better school climate characterized by the promotion of better school connectedness.
Defined as the sense of belonging, attachment, and bonding, a school climate in which students receive
positive social support from their peers and teachers increases their academic engagement and could
reduce their risk of violent behaviors, such as bullying [15]. The perception of school connection and
caring relationships with peers, teachers and school staff, feeling socially connected and supported,
could prevent the phenomenon of peer violence in school.

Although the present study entails a significant advance in the comprehension of the effectiveness
of anti-bullying interventions based on peer-tutoring in the bullying and cyberbullying reduction,
some limitations of the research should be pointed out. First, the use of self-report measures, with
the inherent bias of social desirability, is a limitation of the study. Future studies should include
hetero-report measures in which parents and teachers discuss adolescent attitudes and behaviors
and/or observational techniques to assess and ratify the program’s effects. Second, the procedure of
the study covered only two assessment times, pre and post-intervention. Due to the controversial
results obtained in previous research regarding the long-term effects of school-based interventions for
bullying reduction, it would be recommendable to have a longitudinal follow up after the end of the
program. This fact will be addressed by future studies, throughout the evaluation of the long-term
effectiveness of the TEI program. Moreover, participants of the present study are students from a
specific location in Spain, which could be a limitation for the generalization of the obtained results.
Future studies should address this issue by replicating the present study internationally. In any
case, despite the aforementioned limitations, the design of the study was quasi-experimental, with a
randomized sample, which has been identified as the best procedure to explore the effectiveness of
school-based interventions. Furthermore, the sample is large in both groups, and the main types of
school violence have been evaluated, bullying and cyberbullying, demonstrating the effectiveness of
TEI program for the reduction of both, and for the improvement of school climate.

5. Conclusions

The peer tutoring program analyzed in this research has an institutional character that involves
the entire educational community, generating a creation of a culture of peaceful coexistence and
non-violence in schools, fostering greater emotional education and more satisfactory relations between
peers. In this way, the prevention, detection and intervention of situations of violence between peers
by students is highly promoted, as is the main objective of the intervention program. Recalling that
bullying and cyberbullying are one of the main public health problems affecting adolescents and their
families, the necessity of developing and implementing effective interventions in schools is extremely
urgent. To our knowledge, this is the first study seeking to analyze the effectiveness of TEI program
reducing bullying and cyberbullying and improving school climate among Spanish students. In this
regard, the present research demonstrates that the TEI program is an effective and useful intervention
program to be applied in schools, in order to prevent and reduce school violence. This fact highlights
the importance of implementing interventions based on peer tutoring programs, as its efficacy has
been widely demonstrated in previous research [14,31,32]. In this sense, the TEI program could be a
useful tool for educators and clinicians who work in school environments and for professionals in
need of validated and efficient intervention strategies for the reduction of all forms of school violence.
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Abstract: Due to the negative consequences of being bullied and the increase in cyberbullying
among adolescents, there is a need for evidence-based programs to prevent and intervene in these
types of peer violence. The aim of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the Prev@cib
bullying and cyberbullying program, drawing on three theoretical frameworks: the ecological model,
empowerment theory, and the model of personal and social responsibility. The Prev@cib program
was evaluated using a repeated-measures pre-post-test design with an experimental group and a
control group. The sample consisted of 660 adolescents between 12 and 17 years old (M = 13.58,
SD = 1.26), randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups. Repeated-measures ANOVA
of pre-post-test scores were conducted. Results showed a significant decrease in bullying and
victimization and cyberbullying and cybervictimization in the experimental group, compared
to the control group, indicating that the Prev@cib program is effective in reducing bullying and
cyberbullying. Taking into account the harmful effects of these types of violence, the results have
important implications in the prevention of these behaviors because they provide scientific evidence
of the program’s effectiveness.

Keywords: bullying; cyberbullying; prevention program; Prev@cib; adolescents

1. Introduction

1.1. Bullying and Cyberbullying

Information and communication technologies have many advantages for adolescents, allowing
them to have unlimited access to all types of information and fostering interactions with peers at any
place and time [1,2]. However, these tools have enabled new forms of violence, such as cyberbullying,
to emerge [3,4]. Cyberbullying is defined as intentional and aggressive behavior repeated frequently
over a period of time through the use (by an individual or group) of electronic devices against a victim
who cannot easily defend him/herself [5].

Bullying and cyberbullying have some features in common, such as the imbalance of power
between the victim and the aggressor and the intentionality and repetition of the violent behavior [6,7].
These similarities lead some authors to consider cyberbullying to be a modality of traditional
bullying [8–10]. In fact, numerous studies have found continuity between school bullying and
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cyberbullying [11–13], justified by the connection between the offline and online environments [14].
Thus, the study by Hinduja & Patchin (2010) [15] showed that over 60% of adolescents were involved
in both forms of bullying. Therefore, it is common for aggressors emerging in the classroom to continue
this behavior elsewhere through the smartphone and Internet.

This continued bullying in offline and online settings seems to produce a high level of
psychological distress and behavior problems in the victim [10,16], as well as strong feelings of
anxiety, depression, fear, nervousness, irritability, somatizations, sleep disorders, and concentration
difficulties [17,18]. Victims of bullying and cyberbullying are more likely to have suicidal ideations and
make suicide attempts [15,19], which also negatively affect the family and social environment [20–22].
Bullies and cyberbullies also experience negative consequences that can persist in adult life. Different
studies have shown that bullying and/or cyberbullying aggressors have greater depression symptoms,
break the rules more, consume more drugs, have a more negative attitude toward authority figures,
and participate more in violent and criminal behaviors in other areas of their lives [23,24]. Additionally,
increased awareness and reporting of mental health problems that may stem from bullying justify the
importance of designing and implementing anti-bullying programs during adolescence [25].

1.2. Intervention Programs in Bullying and Cyberbullying

Due to the social concern about bullying and cyberbullying, numerous programs have been
developed to prevent and intervene in these two modalities of peer violence [26–28]. Most of these
programs have focused specifically on bullying or cyberbullying. For example, the Olweus Bullying
Prevention Program [29] and Social Skills Training [30] are designed to reduce and prevent bullying
and victimization. In addition, some antibullying interventions have included other psychosocial
variables, such as empathy, self-esteem, or sensitivity towards the victims [31,32], which are understood
as resources that prevent and reduce school bullying. Other antibullying programs have been designed
to reduce bullying, but were also found to be useful for reducing cyberbullying, such as the Kiva
program [33] and the ViSC Social Competence Program [34].

In general, previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews have provided little scientific evidence
about the effectiveness of bullying and cyberbullying interventions [35–37]. In fact, compared to
bullying programs, few programs that focus specifically on cyberbullying have been experimentally
assessed. Some programs that have shown positive effects in preventing and reducing cyberbullying
are the Tabby Improved Program [38] and the Cyber Friendly Schools Project [39]. The majority of
the programs focused on cyberbullying work on both types of bullying, for example, The Media
Heroes Cyberbullying Prevention Program [40] and the Cyberprogram 2.0 [41]. The authors of these
programs consider cyberbullying and bullying to be closely linked, making it crucial to address these
two problems together.

In sum, due to the great social relevance that cyberbullying is acquiring worldwide, it is
fundamental to develop anti-cyber(bullying) programs that are clearly grounded in theoretical
frameworks and experimentally tested.

1.3. Prev@cib Program

Prev@cib is based on three theoretical frameworks: the ecological model [42], empowerment
theory [43], and the personal and social responsibility model by Hellison (1995) [44]. First, regarding
the ecological model, several individual, microsocial, and contextual risk and protection factors related
to traditional bullying and cyberbullying were taken into account [42]. Although the Prev@cib program
is focused on students, we conducted a course to train teachers in how to implement the program. In
this context, we took the teachers’ opinions and comments into account throughout the implementation
of the Prev@cib program. Second, in order to offer adolescents tools and resources to use when facing
this type of problem, this program also draws on empowerment theory [43]. According to this
theory, individual, group, and community resources are strengthened as a basic strategy to allow
adolescents to control their lives in both the virtual and school environments. In this regard, the
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Prev@cib program offers different resources and coping strategies to better deal with the problem of
bullying and cyberbullying. Third, this program is also based on the personal and social responsibility
model by Hellison (1995) [44], which argues that responsible behaviors can be taught and generalized
to other contexts in life. This theory is used to encourage the idea of shared responsibility in the
problems of bullying and cyberbullying, in order to achieve adolescents’ greater involvement in their
prevention and reduction. Based on this theory, in Module 3, the Prev@cib program focuses on the
importance of involving all the students in solving and impeding peer bullying and cyberbullying.

Grounded in this theoretical foundation, the Prev@cib consists of 10 one-hour sessions distributed
in three modules: information, awareness, and involvement (Table 1).

• Module 1. Information about risk and prevention factors in the bullying and cyberbullying
problem. This module also includes information about sexting and grooming. In fact,
some studies have found evidence of a relationship between cyberbullying and sexting and
cybergrooming [16,45]. The module consists of four sessions designed to provide adolescents
with information about the characteristics, types, and risk factors associated with these problems.
In this way, the adolescents increase their awareness and detection of the existing dangers,
especially in the virtual world. They are also taught strategies to protect themselves on the
Internet and avoid becoming involved in potential cyberbullying problems.

• Module 2. Awareness and sensitization about cyberbullying. This consists of two sessions
designed to make the participants aware of and sensitive to the harm and negative consequences
of peer violence, both in school and through technologies. It is important for adolescents to
understand the harmful consequences of school and cybernetic violence, in order to foster changes
at cognitive, behavioral, and attitudinal levels and prevent and reduce this peer abuse at school
and online.

• Module 3. Involvement in and commitment to prevention and intervention in cyberbullying.
This module is composed of four sessions designed to encourage students’ involvement in and
commitment to preventing and acting on this problem. In this regard, an emphasis is placed
on the role of all the students in stopping and preventing the appearance and continuance of
bullying. Thus, in the classroom, a climate of respect is fostered, so that no type of violence is
tolerated among the adolescents in the school or virtual environment.

Table 1. Sessions of the Prev@cib program.

Modules Sessions

 

Module 1. Information

Session 1. My life is a display window
Session 2. Bullying and cyberbullying
Session 3. Sexting and grooming
Session 4. Cyber-protection

Module 2. Awareness
Session 5. Consequences and we are all responsible
Session 6. What if you were the victim?

Module 3. Involvement

Session 7. What to do when faced with bullying?
Session 8. (Cyber)helpers
Session 9. I like myself, I like you
Session 10. No more bullying

In addition to these 10 intervention sessions, the program contains two other one-hour sessions to
experimentally evaluate the effects of the program (pre-test and post-test).

To implement this program, the recommendations of Garaigordobil and Martínez-Valderrey
(2014) [41] were followed, regarding: inter-session constancy (the same interval between one
session and another); time-space constancy (all the sessions held at the same time and in the same
classroom, whenever possible); constancy in the person who implements the program (the same
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person administers all the sessions); and constancy in the session structure (same session structure,
even though the contents and activities carried out may differ).

Taking into account the need for evaluations of programs focused on bullying and cyberbullying
prevention, the main aim of the present study is to evaluate and test the effectiveness of the Prev@cib
program on (cyber)bullying and (cyber)victimization among adolescent students. Specifically, the
hypotheses are: (1) after the program, the intervention group will obtain lower scores on violent
school behavior than the control group; (2) the intervention group will obtain lower scores on
school victimization than the control group; (3) the intervention group will obtain lower scores
on cyberbullying than the control group; and (4) the intervention group will obtain lower scores on
cybervictimization than the control group.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Design and Participants

To evaluate the effects of the Prev@cib program, a repeated-measures (pre-test and post-test)
quasi-experimental design was used with an experimental group and a control group. Initially, the
sample was composed of 692 adolescents. Thirty-two participants were eliminated (4.63% of the
sample) because they did not correctly fill out the questionnaires or because they missed more than
one session of the Prev@cib program.

The final participants in the Prev@cib program were 660 adolescents (53.2% girls and 46.8% boys)
between 12 and 17 years old (M = 13.58, SD = 1.26). The participants belonged to 35 classes from four
high schools (compulsory secondary education) in Valencia (Spain). Of them, 28.8 percent were in 7th
grade, 32 percent were in 8th grade, 21.5 percent were 9th grade, and 17.5 percent were in 10th grade.

As Table 2 shows, 434 students (24 classes) participated in the experimental group, and 236
students (11 classes) in the control group. The average number of students per class was 23. For
gender, age, and grade in school, no significant differences were found between experimental and
control participants, so that both groups were similar in terms of age (t = −2.10; p = 0.361), gender
(χ2(1) = 0.33; p = 0.568), and grade in school (χ2(1) = 0.01; p = 0.919).

Table 2. Sample characteristics and group differences by condition: frequency and percentage.

Variables
Experimental Group

(n = 434)
Control Group

(n = 236)
p

Age M (DT) 13.50 (1.29) 13.72 (1.21) 0.361
Sex 0.568
Boys 229 (34.7%) 122 (18.5%)
Girls 195 (29.5%) 114 (17.3%)
Grade in secondary education 0.919
Grade 7 136 (20.6%) 54 (8.2%)
Grade 8 121 (18.3%) 92 (13.8%)
Grade 9 88 (13.4%) 52 (7.9%)
Grade 10 77 (11.7%) 40 (6.1%)

Note: Age (t test), gender, and grade in school (Chi squared).

2.2. Procedure

Various informative meetings were held with the selected schools to explain the objectives and
methodology of the Prev@cib program. The high schools were selected through non-probability
convenience sampling based on their accessibility and previous interest in participating in this
study. After obtaining parent permission and authorization, the researchers randomly assigned
the adolescents to one of two groups: (1) an experimental group, where the Prev@cib program was
implemented; (2) a control group, where the program was not implemented.

To evaluate the short-term effects of this pilot program, all the adolescents (experimental and
control group) filled out a structured pen-and-paper questionnaire in their classrooms. Under the
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supervision of a least one of the researchers, this self-report questionnaire took approximately one
hour to complete. When the questionnaires were administered, the adolescents were told that their
participation would be voluntary and anonymous.

The Prev@cib program, which lasted 9 months, was implemented in the experimental group
during their homeroom schedule. A pre-test was carried out in September 2016; a post-test in May
2017. The intervention took place from October through April 2017. The experimental and control
groups filled out a battery of instruments in the pre and post-test phases. The Prev@cib program was
administered by 13 teachers and four researchers previously trained by one of the investigators in
this study.

Parental consent for participation was received from all participants. Furthermore, all the
adolescents gave their informed consent before they participated in this study. This study followed
the ethical values established in the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments, and
the UNESCO Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In addition, all the procedures performed
in the study were approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Valencia, Spain (Project
identification code: H1456762885511).

2.3. Measurement Variables and Instruments

Scale of Peer Victimization at School [46,47]. This instrument is composed of 12 items that evaluate
the degree of victimization at school in the past school year (e.g., “A classmate hit or punched me” or
“A classmate separated me from my group of friends”). Responses are given on a Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 to 5 (never, only once, a few times in the past month, many times in the past month,
and this happens to me quite often). Cronbach’s alphas for this scale in this study were 0.88 (pre-test)
and 0.90 (post-test).

Scale of School Aggression [48,49]. This Likert-type scale is composed of 12 items with a response
range from 1 to 5 (never, seldom, sometimes, often, and always). This scale evaluates aggressive
behaviors toward peers in the school context in the past 12 months (e.g., “I am someone who hits,
kicks, and punches others”). Cronbach’s alphas for this scale in this study were 0.72 (pre-test) and 0.79
(post-test).

Scale of Victimization through the Cell Phone and Internet [50]. The CYBVIC scale is composed of
15 items that measure the adolescent’s experience as a victim of cyberbullying through the cell phone or
Internet in the past 12 months (e.g., “I have been insulted or ridiculed through social networks, Internet,
or cell phone”). From the victim’s perspective, this scale measures cybernetic behaviors of harassment,
persecution, belittlement, invasion of privacy, social exclusion, and identity theft. The items were
responded to using a Likert-type scale with five response options (never, seldom, sometimes, often,
quite often). Cronbach’s alphas for this scale in this study were 0.88 (pre-test) and 0.89 (post-test).

Scale of Aggression through the Cell phone and Internet [50]. The CYB-AGRESS scale is composed
of 15 items that measure the frequency with which the respondent has participated in aggressive
behaviors through new technologies in the past 12 months (e.g., “I have insulted or made fun of
someone through social networks, Internet, or cell phone”). From the aggressor’s perspective, the scale
measures cybernetic behaviors of harassment, persecution, belittlement, invasion of privacy, social
exclusion, and identity theft. The items are answered on a Likert-type scale with five response options
(never, seldom, sometimes, often, and a lot). Cronbach’s alphas for this scale in this study were 0.80
(pre-test) and 0.90 (post-test).

Prior to administration, the definitions of bullying and cyberbullying were provided for all
scales, and adolescents responded with this type of behavior in mind. In addition, on these scales,
the adolescents were asked about the duration of the episodes and the frequency and persistence of
bullying and cyberbullying.
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2.4. Statistical Analysis

Data analysis was carried out using the SPSS statistical package (version 22, SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL,
USA). To evaluate the effects of the program on each of the study variables, several 2 x 2 mixed factorial
ANOVAs were used, with a between-subjects factor (experimental group and control group) and a
within-subjects factor (before and after the program: pre-test and post-test). The use of this analysis
is recommended when the groups selected are natural and not equal in the initial situation [51]. The
interaction term in the mixed factorial ANOVA describes the effect of the program and is equivalent
to t-tests on difference scores (post-test pre-test). The eta-square (η2) value is used as an indicator of
the size of the effect. Cohen (1988) suggested that η2 ≤ 0.06 can be considered a ‘small’ effect size,
0.07 ≤ η2 ≤ 0.14 represents a ‘medium’ effect size, and >0.14 is a ‘large’ effect size [52].

3. Results

3.1. Effects of Intervention Program Prev@cib on Traditional Bullying

Regarding bullying, a significant group x time interaction effect was found F(1, 658) = 6.67, p < 0.01,
with a medium effect size, η2 = 0.09. As Table 3 and Figure 1 show, although bullying decreased in
both the experimental and control groups, this decrease was significantly more pronounced in the
experimental group. The same pattern was obtained for victimization, F(1, 658) = 7.80, p < 0.01, with a
medium effect size, η2 = 0.10; victimization at post-test was lower than at pre-test, especially in the
experimental group.

Table 3. Between-group effects and repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA 2 × 2) in bullying.

Variables

M (DT) F (p) η2

Group Pre-test Post-test Time Effect
Group
Effect

Interaction
Effect

Bullying
Experimental 3.87 (0.92) 3.48 (1.07)

Control 3.96 (0.96) 3.78 (0.93) 48.95 *** 8.40 ** 6.67 * 0.09

Victimization
(bullying)

Experimental 4.97 (1.89) 4.27 (1.67)
Control 5.12 (2.02) 4.82 (1.90) 36.26 *** 7.80 ** 5.75 * 0.10

Note: η2 = Eta squared effect size; 0.07 ≤ η2 ≤ 0.14 = medium size; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 1. Means obtained by the groups (experimental and control) on bullying (a) and victimization (b).
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3.2. Effects of Prev@cib Intervention Program on Cyberbullying

For cyberbullying, results yielded a significant group ×time effect, F (1, 658) = 7.03, p < 0.01, with
a small effect size η2 = 0.05. Findings indicated that cyberbullying remained stable in the control group,
whereas it decreased in the experimental group (see Table 4 and Figure 2). A significant group × time
effect was also obtained for cybervictimization F (1, 658) = 11.63; p < 0.001, with a small effect size,
η2 = 0.04. As Table 4 and Figure 2 show, cybervictimization increased slightly in the control group,
whereas it decreased in the experimental group.

Table 4. Between-group effects and repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA 2 × 2)
in cyberbullying.

Variables

M (DT) F (p) η2

Group Pre-test Post-test
Time
Effect

Group
Effect

Interaction
Effect

Cyberbullying
Experimental 1.21 (0.28) 1.14 (0.32)

Control 1.24 (0.34) 1.23 (0.41) 7.39 ** 7.03 ** 4.67 * 0.05

Cyber
Victimization

Experimental 1.27 (0.41) 1.20 (0.32)
Control 1.28 (0.39) 1.32 (0.47) 1.16 6.38 * 11.63 *** 0.04

Note: η2 = Eta squared effect size; η2 ≤ 0.06 = small size; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 2. Means obtained by the groups (experimental and control) on cyberbullying (a) and
cybervictimization (b).

4. Discussion

The main objective of this study was to experimentally assess the effects of the Prev@cib Program.
Specifically, the short-term impact of the Prev@cib Program was shown on bullying and cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization among adolescents.

The Prev@cib program is based on three theories that support the contents of the program. This
theoretical framework provides a solid and rigorous basis for this novel and necessary proposal in
this area of research. Thus, the Prev@cib program is based on the ecological model [42] because it
emphasizes the protector factors and personal, microsocial, and contextual risk factors associated
with bullying and cyberbullying. Second, it also contains principles and theoretical constructs
of empowerment theory [43], related to resources and strategies for controlling and exercising
self-determination over one’s life. In this case, these resources help adolescents to improve life
at school with peers and avoid poor use of new technologies. For example, the program contains
activities about cybernetic security measures or the legal consequences of violence perpetration, both
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“face to face” and virtual. Third, the Prev@cib program is based on the model of personal and social
responsibility [44]. Thus, it addresses the need for adolescents to accept shared responsibility in
bullying and cyberbullying problems, in order to involve them in preventing and reducing these
forms of violence. Thus, adolescents are made aware that, through their silence, they contribute to
maintaining the situation of peer abuse.

The findings emphasize the effectiveness of the Prev@cib intervention program for both bullying
and cyberbullying. Specifically, in the experimental group, a reduction was observed in the
involvement in bullying and cyberbullying as aggressors and victims, compared to the control group.
This decrease in bullying and cyberbullying in the experimental group could be explained by the
variety and suitability of the contents. The positive results of Prev@cib are consistent with other
programs that have also shown their experimental effectiveness [27,28,37].

Consequently, all the hypotheses proposed in our study were confirmed. Regarding the
hypotheses related to “face to face” bullying, other programs also obtained positive effects in
reducing victimization and perpetration of this type of violence, for example, the Olweus Bullying
Prevention Program [29] or the ViSC Social Competence Program [34]. Previous studies emphasized
the importance of the school environment in reducing the rates of bullying [53,54]. In this regard, the
Prev@cib program was designed to reduce and prevent aggressiveness through activities involving
cooperative learning, understanding, and shared responsibility in the school. Thus, the school climate
is fostered as a protector factor, rather than a risk factor, in the manifestation of aggressive behaviors.
This intervention is fundamental because adolescents who exhibit aggressive behaviors toward their
classmates have been found to present other violent behaviors outside the classroom [24,55]. The
Cyberprogram 2.0 also shares this focus by emphasizing conflict resolution strategies in the school
context in order to reduce impulsive and premeditated aggressiveness in other social settings [41].
Future research should study the effects of the Prev@cib program on reducing these two types of
aggressiveness, premeditated and impulsive, in order to more closely examine these expressions of
violence toward peers.

In addition, the Prev@cib Program significantly reduced school victimization. The implications
of these positive results are important for the victims of school bullying, who usually experience
feelings of anxiety, depression, psycho-somatizations, suicidal ideation, and problems in school as a
result of the continued abuse [17,56]. These negative effects of bullying increase even more when the
victim is not only bullied in the school context, but also through new technologies [20,57]. Along these
lines, in the Media Heroes Cyberbullying Prevention Program [40], the most positive effects of the
program were obtained in victims who experienced bullying and cyberbullying at the same time, by
significantly reducing their psychological distress. It is important for adolescents to be aware of the
seriousness of the problem and become sensitive to the suffering of the victims in order to eradicate
or reduce these types of violence [58,59]. From this perspective, the Prev@cib program specifically
addresses this question in an awareness module through, for example, the activity “What if you were
the victim?”

Moreover, other main objectives of the Prev@cib program related to the last two study hypotheses
also showed effective results in reducing cyberbullying. Whereas in the intervention group,
cyberbullying decreased in the post-test phase, in the control group, these behaviors did not decline,
and instead remained constant over time. These results are congruent with those from other programs
that obtained positive effects on reducing cyberaggression, such as The Brief Internet Cyberbullying
Prevention Program [60] or Tabby Improved program [38]. An interesting question related to
cyberbullying behaviors involves victims of traditional bullying who use the Internet to get revenge.
Indeed, the impunity offered by the anonymity of the Internet has led some bullying victims to view
the virtual space as the ideal way to punish their aggressors [61]. The Arizona program focuses on
this issue, producing a reduction in revenge by victims after the intervention [62]. One of the future
challenges of intervention programs, including ours, is to try to eradicate these types of vengeful
behaviors where bullying victims become cyberbullies in the virtual space.
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In the case of cybervictimization, the results of the Prev@cib program also confirmed the
hypothesis of a decline in cybervictimization in the intervention group, compared to their baseline and
the control group. Thus, whereas cybervictimization decreased in the intervention group, it increased
in the control group. Along these lines, other programs such as the Cyber Friendly Schools Project [39]
or Surf-Fair [63] also obtained positive effects on reducing cybervictimization in the participants.
Taking into account that (cyber)victimization causes several types of present and future psychosocial
damage in targets of this type of violence [64], it is important to join forces to protect our children and
adolescents. Furthermore, as other studies have suggested, if we do not intervene in this problem,
we run the risk of cyberbullying becoming normalized in adolescence, thus affecting adolescents’
wellbeing and development, as well as peaceful co-existence in high schools [15,65].

In sum, the Prev@cib program has been shown to have positive effects on reducing bullying
and cyberbullying, and also aggression and victimization. However, the effect size of the program
is smaller for cyberbullying than bullying. This result is consistent with those obtained by different
authors [66]. It has been pointed out that cyberbullying program effects are often limited to increasing
Internet safety knowledge [67]. Future research interventions should provide some online sessions to
foster interpersonal connectivity through the Internet.

The results support the idea that adolescents involved in traditional bullying are also usually
involved in cyberbullying [11,68]. Based on this assumption of continuity between traditional bullying
and cyberbullying, the Prev@cib program, like programs by other researchers, includes activities to
address both problems with the participants [27,36].

This study has some limitations that should be taken into account when interpreting the
conclusions of this study. The first limitation is related to the representativity of the sample. Although
the sample of participants is large because it is a classroom intervention, the generalization of the
results to the adolescent population must be carried out with caution. Future studies could implement
the Prev@cib program in other samples of adolescents from other countries. A longitudinal study
should also be carried out to test the stability of the long-term changes observed in the intervention
group. It would also be interesting to include other variables, such as school climate, to observe how
it changes during the program. In this regard, some authors suggested that cyberbullying victims
do not perceive the teacher as a source of authority who helps to solve their bullying problems with
peers [24,58]. This lack of confidence in teachers indicates not only that they should be included
in intervention programs, but also that teachers’ support should be evaluated after the program.
In addition, another limitation is the small effect size of the Prev@cib program on cyberbullying.
According to some meta-analyses and review studies [27,36], in general, the effect sizes of bullying and
cyberbullying intervention programs are usually small. Another limitation is that students are nested
within 35 classes from four schools, which may lead to low independence in the data. Although groups
were randomly assigned to ensure their equivalence [69], it was impractical to randomize participants
at an individual level, due to the risk of social threats to validity [70]. Future research should take this
limitation into account by considering class-level and school-level analysis and conducting a multilevel
or hierarchical analysis. Finally, another limitation of this manuscript could be the use of self-reports
as the only assessment instruments in the study. Even so, previous studies highlight the acceptable
reliability and validity levels of adolescent self-reports to measure risk behaviors [71,72].

In spite of the limitations, this study provides a novel program to prevent bullying and
cyberbullying in adolescence, based on scientific evidence. Prev@cib is a theoretically-based program
that has been shown to have positive effects on reducing bullying and cyberbullying perpetration
and victimization.

5. Conclusions

This study presents the experimental validation of the effects of the Prev@cib program, which has
the objective of preventing and reducing bullying and cyberbullying among adolescents. Specifically,
this program is based on three theoretical frameworks: the ecological model, empowerment theory,
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and the personal and social responsibility model. Regarding the contents, the Prev@cib program
consists of ten sessions distributed in three modules: (1) Information; (2) Awareness and sensitization;
and (3) Involvement and commitment. To evaluate the effectiveness of the Prev@cib program, a
quasi-experimental repeated-measures pre-test and post-test design was used with an experimental
group and a control group.

The results of the present study showed the efficacy of the Prev@cib program. The program
had positive effects on reducing bullying in the participants. Specifically, the findings show that
in the experimental group, compared to the control group, school perpetration and victimization
behaviors declined significantly. These positive effects were also observed for cyberbullying in the
experimental group.

In summary, our results present scientific evidence that the Prev@cib program is effective in
reducing and preventing bullying and cyberbullying in the adolescent population.
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64. Tomşa, R.; Jenaro, C.; Campbell, M.; Neacşu, D. Student’s experiences with traditional bullying and
cyberbullying: Findings from a romanian sample. Procedia—Soc. Behav. Sci. 2013, 78, 586–590. [CrossRef]

65. Cassidy, W.; Jackson, M.; Brown, K.N. Sticks and stones can break my bones, but how can pixels hurt me?:
students’ experiences with cyber-bullying. Sch. Psychol. Int. 2009, 30, 383–402. [CrossRef]

66. Mishna, F.; Cook, C.; Saini, M.; Wu, M.J.; MacFadden, R. Interventions to prevent and reduce cyber abuse of
youth: A systematic review. Res. Soc. Work Pract. 2011, 21, 5–14. [CrossRef]

67. Polanin, J.; Espelage, D.; Pigott, T. A meta-analysis of school-based bullying prevention programs’ effects on
bystander intervention behavior. Sch. Psychol. Rev. 2012, 41, 47–65.

68. Kubiszewski, V.; Fontaine, R.; Potard, C.; Auzoult, L. Does cyberbullying overlap with school bullying when
taking modality of involvement into account? Comput. Hum. Behav. 2015, 43, 49–57. [CrossRef]

69. Huck, S.W. Reading Statistics and Research; Pearson: New York, NY, USA, 2000; ISBN 13 978-0-205-51067-2.
70. Portney, L.; Watkins, M.P. Foundations of clinical research: Applications to practice. In Foundations of Clinical

Research: Applications to Practice; Prentice Hall: Upper Saddle River, NJ, USA, 2009; pp. 619–658. ISBN
9780803646575.

71. Flisher, A.J.; Evans, J.; Muller, M.; Lombard, C. Brief report: Test-retest reliability of self-reported adolescent
risk behaviour. J. Adolesc. 2004, 27, 207–212. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

72. Ansel, L.L.; Barry, C.T.; Gillen, C.T.A.; Herrington, L.L. An analysis of four self-report measures of adolescent
callous-unemotional traits: Exploring unique prediction of delinquency, aggression, and conduct problems.
J. Psychopathol. Behav. Assess. 2015, 37, 207–216. [CrossRef]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

92



International  Journal  of

Environmental Research

and Public Health

Article

Asegúrate: An Intervention Program against
Cyberbullying Based on Teachers’ Commitment and
on Design of Its Instructional Materials

Rosario Del Rey 1,* , Rosario Ortega-Ruiz 2 and José Antonio Casas 2

1 Department of Educational and Developmental Psychology, Universidad de Sevilla, 41019 Seville, Spain
2 Department of Psychology, Universidad de Córdoba, 41013 Córdoba, Spain; ortegaruiz@uco.es (R.O.-R.);

jacasas@uco.es (J.A.C.)
* Correspondence: delrey@us.es

Received: 16 December 2018; Accepted: 29 January 2019; Published: 2 February 2019

Abstract: This article presents the impact on cyberbullying of the Asegúrate program. This
educational program is based on the theory of normative social behavior, self-regulation skills,
and the beliefs held by adolescents and consists in a whole package of strategies and resources
to help teachers to include in the ordinary curricula. The evaluation of Asegúrate was carried
out with a sample of 4779 students (48.9% girls) in 5th and 6th grade in primary education and
compulsory secondary education (M = 12.76; SD = 1.67) through a quasi-experimental methodology,
with two measures over time. The instrument used was the European Cyberbullying Intervention
Project Questionnaire. The results show that the involvement in cyberbullying as cyber-victim,
cyber-aggressor, and cyber-bully-victim increase without intervention, whereas it diminishes when
intervention is carried out by the teachers who have received specific training and have used the
didactic Asegúrate package. Additionally, the impact of the intervention on the different types of
behaviors was analyzed, and the results show that Asegúrate is more effective with some forms
than with others. Consequently, the Asegúrate program is effective for decreasing the prevalence
of cyberbullying, but some modifications need to be made to impact on all the different forms it
can take.

Keywords: Asegúrate program; cyberbullying; cyber-victim; cyber-aggressor

1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been increased awareness among both teachers and school counsellors
that interpersonal relationships between pupils, and the classroom atmosphere in general, are complex
processes that are heavily influenced by the social microculture of that particular school and the
educational and the pedagogical style of the teaching staff [1]. Until the 1970s, very little attention
was paid to certain interpersonal processes, such as the existence of bullying [2]. The increased
recognition of this phenomenon has helped to draw more attention to the importance of interpersonal
relationships between pupils and how these affect the classroom atmosphere in general [3,4]. The
publication and wider circulation of the findings of this research into bullying, and later cyberbullying,
has led ordinary school teachers, school counselors, and school staff in general to give more thought
to the socio-affective atmosphere in schools, which should be seen as a crucial part of a school’s
culture [5]. Over the past thirty years or so, considerable advances have been made in our knowledge
of bullying in terms of its prevalence, associated factors, risk indicators, intervention programs, and
educational policies [6], and although we cannot yet affirm that all teachers and school counsellors
fully comprehend how widespread the problem is, it is clear that they are becoming increasingly aware
of its relevance as a factor which harms the healthy balance of welfare and social harmony in schools.
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However, since the arrival of internet and, above all, mobile digital technology and social networks
accessed via smartphones, social interaction among children and adolescents has become far more
complex [7]. Despite the fact that this technological revolution has brought huge benefits in the quality
of life of people in many areas of life, such as improved processes of teaching and learning [8], it has
also given rise to new problems, such as the evolution of traditional bullying into cyberbullying [9,10].
This poses new challenges to schools, whose job it is to detect and try to prevent this new type of
bullying, which while sharing many of the same characteristics as traditional bullying, has other
specific features of its own, such as the difficulty for teachers to gain access to these interactions
without disturbing the fully justifiable right to intimacy of these children.

Cyberbullying has been studied from a number of different angles [11], but the most common
approach is to deal with it as an extension of traditional bullying “in which the aggression occurs
through modern technological devices, and specifically mobile phones or the internet” [12]. This lends
it some particular characteristics which are specific to virtual environments and which set it apart
it from traditional forms of bullying [13]. Among the features which clearly differentiate traditional
bullying from cyberbullying are the possibility that the harassment can take place at any time—24/7,
as the well-known phrase goes [14]—and the fact that they are not limited solely to the context of
school [15]. Some of the main characteristics of traditional bullying, such as repetition, the power
imbalance, and being intentional, are also manifested in slightly different ways in cyberbullying [16].
In cyberbullying, repetition can occur from a single act of aggression if a message or image is sent to
many people or forwarded to others [12]. In cyberbullying, the imbalance of power is no longer purely
face to face: it can lie in the perpetrator’s greater technological expertise or even to the anonymity
afforded to them by virtual environments [17]. Conversely, the idea of intentionality, of knowingly
doing harm to others, may not be a factor in some cases of cyberbullying, as many children may be
unaware of the negative consequences of sending or forwarding their messages [18].

The prevalence rates of cyberbullying vary considerably from one study to another [19]. According
to a recent systematic review including 66 meta-analysis studies and systematic reviews, at least 1 in
every 5–7 children is involved in cyberbullying [20]. Similarly, a meta-analysis summarizing 80 studies
showed an average rate of involvement of 16% for cyber-aggression and 15% for cyber-victimization,
although no figure was given for the dual role of bully/victim [21]. Prevalence rates also appear to
vary significantly depending on the way cyberbullying is evaluated and the types of aggression which
are included [22–25]. The few existing longitudinal studies show that the prevalence of cyberbullying
is on the rise. It is clear, therefore, that action must be taken against this growing problem, which is
producing such serious consequences [26].

This scientific evidence about the existence and consequences of cyberbullying, together with
alarming stories of cyber-victims, which appear in the media and its close links with traditional
bullying [27–29] have led to the measures and programs previously used against bullying being
adapted to educate children against cyberbullying, to try and stamp it out or, at least, alleviate its
effects [30]. The ViSC Social Competence Program [31], for instance, was originally designed to counter
traditional bullying and has been shown to have some effect on cyberbullying, although the authors
themselves have admitted that a greater impact would be achieved if specifically designed programs
were used. Some programs to prevent and counter cyberbullying have in fact already been designed
and evaluated positively. In all, eight programs have been evaluated to date; however, they all seem to
be more effective against cyber-victimization than cyberbullying [32] and specific training processes
are required which demand an extremely high degree of involvement on the part of the teaching staff,
even before the intervention program with the pupils takes place [33].

It has been shown that the teaching staff play a vital role in the effective implementation of
programs against traditional bullying [34], and the knowledge and experience they have in dealing
with past cases of bullying are particularly valuable [35]. We therefore consider it crucial that teachers
gain direct, hands-on experience in introducing anti-cyberbullying programs, which also allows
the programs to reach a greater number of people in the educational community and, as a result,
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obtain more effective results [36]. In the same way, the more directly teachers are involved in
analyzing cyberbullying and devising strategies to cope with it, the better grasp they will have
of the phenomenon [37], thus responding to the need for teachers to feel better informed and more
professionally prepared for this task [38]. In fact, teachers and school principals already consider
themselves key players in the prevention and management of all types of cyberbullying [39], despite
the fact that their knowledge may be limited to its more widely-known forms [40].

Unlike other research projects in which teaching staff have been trained intensively or extensively
to participate in implementing programs against cyberbullying [41], the Asegúrate program has been
designed for use by teachers without the need to take part in costly training processes [42]. The training
of teachers is of course extremely important in any area of action, but it is also our aim that every
school, regardless of its means, has the chance to run a program against cyberbullying. We hope,
therefore, that the Asegúrate teaching material will serve as a useful tool for schools, which lack the
necessary resources to run specific training courses. The Asegúrate teaching materials consist of a
Teacher’s Manual, worksheets for presenting the program in the classroom, and a guide to working
together with the children’s families, which uses materials designed to raise awareness.

The Teacher’s Manual: A Key Component of the Asegúrate Program

The Asegúrate program rests on three theoretical pillars: the theory of normative social behavior,
the principles of constructivist methodologies, and the development of self-regulation skills. The first
of these highlights how social behavior is significantly influenced by three normative mechanisms:
group identity, expectations, and recognized legal norms. It upholds the notion that our behavior is
likely driven by what is perceived as socially acceptable, normal, and legal [43,44]. The constructivism
principles are concreted on the fact that each session starts with the exploration of young people’s
own ideas and beliefs [45]. As regards the development of self-regulation skills, Asegúrate includes
reflective activities aimed at enhancing metacognitive skills to develop strategic learning among
students [46]. Further details can be obtained by reading Del Rey et al. [47].

The complete program consists of eight sessions on cyberbullying and other related factors,
including the ways people communicate on social networks and their implications; anomalies in
online behavior; criteria for establishing safe online friendships; cybergossip; sexting; the abuse of
the Internet and social networks, and the norms of cyber-etiquette. Detailed instructions are given
as to how to conduct the tasks for each of the eight sessions in the program. Each session contains a
specific activity that ensures that the requirements of the Asegúrate methodology are fully complied
with. Each teacher is therefore given a full description of the steps to follow with their pupils, and
extra resources and explanations are included. Finally, there is a self-access reference section including
a glossary of terms, a resource bank (such as descriptions of the most popular YouTubers), links to
further reading, etc. Another section provides the answer keys and instructions for evaluating each
session and the Asegúrate program as a whole. Apart from the manual, the Asegúrate program also
features audio-visual material for each of the sessions for teachers to use with the pupils and their
families, as well as awareness-raising publicity resources such as posters, stickers, or bookmarks. The
idea is for the teachers to use this complete range of resources to help them tackle the problem of
cyberbullying with their pupils.

The Teacher’s Manual fulfils the basic requirements as a useful teaching guide for professional
adults to learn autonomously and provides both general guidelines and detailed procedures, including
thorough instructions for the tasks and roles, self-help, and specifically targeted orientation [48].
The orientation consists of clear, concise information about the current situation of cyberbullying,
a description of the program, and a summary of the methodology used, which is one of the key
features of the program. All the Asegúrate presentation sessions are designed with a similar sequence
of learning stages, planned in such a way that all participants can work together to understand the key
issues. This sequence of activities is made up of five stages, named in the following way, to echo the
activities which young people perform on social networks: (a) “Trending topic” explores the current
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ideas held by the participants; (b) “My profile” encourages the participants to reflect on any of their
own activities on the social networks which might be described as “not normal”; (c) “Stop to think”
focuses on analyzing the reasons which lead us, or others, to behave in certain ways when using social
networks; (d) “Like/Don’t like” identifies the possible consequences of their own (and others’) positive
or negative behavior on social networks; and (e) “I share” allows each session to end with a conclusion
and an individual and/or collective declaration of commitment.

Taking all of the above into account, the aim of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of
the Asegúrate program in counterbalancing, through education, the involvement of schoolchildren in
cyberbullying, whether in the roles of victim, aggressor, or in the dual role of cyberbully/victim, as
well as stemming the increase in cyber-victimization and cyber-aggression both in general and specific
cases of aggression.

2. Materials and Methods

This study has a longitudinal, quasi-experimental design. There are two study groups—a
quasi-experimental group and a quasi-control group—and two data collection points—a pre-test
before the program and a post-test at the end of the program.

2.1. Participants

A total of 4779 pupils (48.9% girls) took part in this study, from the 5th year of Spanish primary
education (average age: 10–11) to the 4th year of Spanish secondary education (average age: 15–16
or higher), from 18 different schools. The ages ranged from 10 to 18 years old (M = 12.76, SD = 1.77).
The experimental group consisted of 2316 pupils (50.4% girls) from 18 schools, and the control group
contained 2463 pupils (47.5% girls) from 10 schools. The sampling was incidental: access was through
invitations issued to schools to participate in the program, and the schools could agree whether to
accept or not.

2.2. Questionnaire

The European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire (ECIPQ) was used to assess the
level of involvement in cyberbullying [49]. This scale was composed of 22 items and contained two
different dimensions, assessing the frequency of cyber-victimization and cyber-aggression over the
last two months. The responses were Likert-type (0 = No, 1 = Yes, once or twice, 2 = Yes, once or
twice a month, 3 = Yes, about once a week, 4 = Yes, more than once a week). Examples of the items
for cyber-victimization included the following: Someone has posted threatening messages against me on
Internet, social networks, or WhatsApp. Examples for cyberbullying included the following: I have insulted
someone through social networks or WhatsApp. The reliability of the scale for the present study was α =
0.80 (α = 0.76 for cyber-victimization and α = 0.73 for cyberbullying).

2.3. Process

The schools were contacted by phone and asked if they would like to take part in the study.
An appointment was arranged for those schools which agreed, and the schedules and the classes
which would participate in the study were decided. With the agreement of the teaching staff, the
questionnaires were administered during class time by staff in training, who were specially instructed
for this task. Before answering the questionnaires, the participants were fully briefed about the
voluntary nature of participating in the study, the anonymity and confidentiality of the data, and the
importance of giving truthful answers.

After the data was collected in February 2017, the Asegúrate program was carried out in the
quasi-experimental groups, but not in the control groups. After the program was completed, the
questionnaires were repeated, at least three months after they were first answered, June 2017 at the
latest. Those schools where the program was not carried out were offered the chance to take part in it
once the study was completed.
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The research was carried out following the ethical standards agreed on by each schools’ Parents’
Association, and was approved by the Andalusia Biomedical Research Ethics Coordination Committee
(0568-N-14), which adheres to the guidelines of the International Conference of Good Clinical Practice.
All the materials and questionnaires that made up the project were presented and explained to the
school management, which gave it their approval in all cases. They, in turn, discussed it with the
School Council, as part of the schools’ Projects for Peaceful Coexistence and School Improvement
Plans; again, full approval was given for the schools to take part in the study.

2.4. Analysis of Results

The first step in analyzing the results of this research was to check the response frequencies for
the different types of behavior evaluated by the questionnaire. Next, the prevalence of involvement
was calculated following the criteria proposed by the authors of the scales used [49]: pupils were
considered “victims” if they answered “once or twice a month” or more to any of the questions about
victimization behavior and simultaneously answered “no” or “once or twice” to questions regarding all
behavior related to aggression. To calculate the level of aggression, pupils were considered “bullies” if
they stated that they had harassed someone “once or twice a month” or “more frequently” for any type
of behavior classed as cyberbullying and simultaneously answered “no” or “once or twice” for types of
behavior linked to cyber-victimization. In the same way, pupils were labeled “bully/victims” if they
answered “once or twice a month” or more for behavior linked to victimization and aggression.

The percentage variation was then calculated for each of the groups (control group and
quasi-experimental group). This variation shows the difference in prevalence between the values
shown in the pre-test and those in the post-test. The following formula was used to calculate this
variation: [(PrevalenceT2 − PrevalenceT1)/PrevalenceT1] × 100.

Finally, to evaluate the effectiveness of the program for the different types of behavior in the study,
the linear mixed model or repeated measures MANOVA was calculated.

3. Results

Firstly, the descriptive results were calculated by examining the frequency of responses in both
groups (experimental and control) for the different types of behavior measured by the questionnaire,
in order to evaluate involvement in cyberbullying in the pre-test (see Table 1). The most important
finding was that the most prevalent type of behavior in both groups, both for victimization and
for aggression, was that which was most similar to traditional bullying (insults, threats, social
exclusion, and spreading rumors). On the other hand, the types of behavior found more commonly in
virtual environments, such as identity theft or re-editing images or videos, were much less frequent
(see Table 1).
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Next, we calculated the percentages of involvement in the different roles of cyberbullying (victims,
aggressors and bully/victims), for both the experimental and control groups at both the pre-test and
post-test stages (see Table 2). Here, the roles of victimization, aggression, and bully/victim were
notably lower in the experimental group, compared with a slight decrease in number of victims and
aggressors and a marked increase in the number of bully/victims in the control group.

Table 2. Percentages of involvement in the different roles of cyberbullying.

% Not Involved % Victims % Aggressors % Bully-Victims

PreExperimental 83.9 7.9 4.5 3.7
PostExperimental 87.5 6.0 3.1 3.4

PreControl 88.1 6.4 3.0 2.5
PostControl 88.5 6.0 2.5 3.0

%Experimental Change 4.29 −24.05 −31.11 −8.10
%Control Change 0.45 −6.25 −16.66 20

Finally, the repeated measures MANOVA was calculated for each of the 11 items of victimization
and aggressive behavior measured in the cyberbullying questionnaire at the two stages when these
were carried out (see Table 3). These results show significant overall differences in the level of
victimization, with a clear decrease in the experimental group and no changes in the control group
(F(1, 4507) = 12.63, p < 0.01, d = 0.29). The same pattern could be observed for the level of aggression,
where the control group score remained the same, while there was a significant fall in the score in the
experimental group after the program was carried out (F(1, 4526)= 6.66, p < 0.01, d = 0.25).

As regards the specific behavior of victimization, after the program was carried out, direct insults
(F(1, 4507) = 4.05, p < 0.05, d = 0.20), posting insults about the victim (F(1, 4507) = 5.16, p < 0.05, d = 0.21),
threats (F(1, 4507) = 5.25, p < 0.05, d = 0.21), exclusion (F(1, 4507) = 15.75, p < 0.01, d = 0.30), and spreading
rumors (F(1, 4507) = 9.42, p < 0.01, d = 0.25) decreased clearly in the experimental group compared to the
control group, which showed either no changes or a slight fall.

As regards aggressive behavior, the scores for insults (F(1, 4526) = 14.66, p < 0.01, d = 0.30), threats
(F(1, 4526) = 5.87, p < 0.01, d = 0.22), and exclusion (F(1, 4526) = 7.21, p < 0.01, d = 0.23) decreased
significantly in the experimental group compared to the control group, which saw hardly any changes
or even a slight increase.
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4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to assess the impact of Asegúrate, an educational program specifically
designed to prevent, reduce, or alleviate cyberbullying, in which teachers were given a purpose-written
self-training manual (Asegúrate) to use autonomously. This educational material focuses on
cyberbullying and on the social behavior teenage boys and girls display online when using virtual
social networks. The Asegúrate program assumes that teachers are sufficiently aware that this behavior
can disrupt the social climate and well-being of their pupils and that they will carry out self-training
and acquire suitable levels of professional competence to intervene when such behavior occurs. We
also assumed that, if teachers increased their competence in this way by using the materials available to
them including the Asegúrate manual, then the levels of cyberbullying in the classroom would improve,
as measured by self-administered questionnaires given to the schoolchildren themselves, as is the
norm in studies of bullying and cyberbullying [50]. This system of pre/post evaluation has enabled us
to note any improvements in prevalence for the different aspects of cyberbullying/cyber-victimization
evaluated with the questionnaires, and to rank the results in order of highest to lowest prevalence of
the different types of cyberbullying.

This has allowed us to observe that verbal cyberbullying, which is close to traditional forms
of bullying, such as insults, threats, social exclusion, and spreading rumors, is the most frequent
type in both groups, both in victimization and aggression: in other words, the commonest form of
cyberbullying is still very similar to traditional bullying. By this, we can deduce that the new forms of
cyberbullying introduced by technology, such as identity theft or manipulating multimedia, images, or
videos with the intention of offending or hurting the victim, are less widespread among the adolescent
population, at least in the cross section of pupils who participated in this study. These results also
seem to show that the main aspect that is transferred to the online context is traditional aggressive
behavior, to a far greater degree than the actual use of technology. We feel this is a relevant discovery,
since it supports the idea that rather than the digital platforms opening the floodgates to new kinds of
bullying [51], cyberbullying mainly consists of simply adapting the usual offensive roles of bullying
one’s peers to the conditions provided by the current technology [27].

In addition, the secondary objective of this work was to evaluate the effectiveness and suitability
of the self-training manuals written by our scientific team and made available to the teachers who
took part in the study (the experimental group) to use as they saw fit. The Asegúrate teaching manual,
interpreted and used autonomously by teachers in the schools involved in the study, has led to
significant changes in the pupils’ involvement in the program. The experimental group obtained
extremely positive results in improving the situation regarding victimization, aggression, and the
number of bully/victims. Some improvement was also noted in the control schools, but to a lesser
extent than in those involved in the experiment. The most notable result was the clear decrease in
victimization, aggression, and bully/victims in the experimental group, compared to the very slight
fall for the control group in victims and aggressors and the sharp rise in bully/victims [52]. If these
results are interpreted correctly, there is a higher risk of becoming bully/victims in those schools
where no intervention program (i.e., Asegúrate) is applied. In other words, the rise in aggressiveness
and victimization was the greatest risk in cases where the teachers did not specifically take part in
self-training and become aware of how they could use their own professional skills to prevent the
problem. When comparing the post-tests for the control group, the findings show an increased level of
conflict from bully/victims.

The role of bully/victim, in which pupils are not only victimized by their peers, but are also
aggressors at the same time, has been described as one which involves far greater problems of
psychological adjustment [53]. Although there are few existing longitudinal studies on the subject,
the Asegúrate program has proved effective in dealing with the phenomenon where cyberbullying
leads to a higher incidence of this double role of involvement [54]. It has been shown that, when
no action is taken—apart from other insignificant, circumstantial changes that cannot be measured
objectively—the number of pupils who adopt both roles increases. The increased number of pupils
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involved in this controversial mixed role (bullying others as well as being a victim of bullying) could
be considered as an underlying, often unnoticed, result of not acting against cyberbullying. We could
say that, if the problem is ignored, and no action is taken, it results in a greater, indiscriminate risk of
increased conflict, aggression, and victimization, which is possibly the most confusing and chaotic
scenario produced by bullying and victimization.

When both experiences decrease (cyber-victimization and cyberbullying), the involvement of
teachers can become an extremely relevant factor for change, since the phenomenon of cyberbullying
is mutualistic, in that bullying is both given and received. Teachers who make it a priority in
the course of their professional activity to focus on specific problems of bullying and deal with
them effectively, guided by their own convictions, appear to exercise a strong influence against the
spread of cyberbullying [55]. The Asegúrate program prioritizes professional autonomy and effective
management, and the results obtained show good efficacy in terms of reducing cyber-victimization and
cyberbullying. After the program was introduced, direct insults, abuse, or verbal aggression against
the victim, threats, social exclusion, and rumor-spreading all diminished significantly. This clearly
shows that, in groups where the teachers implemented the program, the incidence of threatening,
insulting, and socially excluding behavior fell sharply. In particular, the repeated measures results for
each of the 11 items of behavior of cyber-victimization and cyberbullying showed that the Asegúrate
program proved particularly effective against the kinds of virtual bullying and victimization, which are
most similar to face-to-face bullying: verbal abuse, and social and psychological exclusion. Bullying
involving insulting and humiliating decreased in those schools which took part in the study, while it
remained the same in the control schools. This decrease was significantly greater in the schools taking
part in the study than in the control schools for bullying involving verbal abuse, victimization, and
social exclusion. This program therefore seems to have fulfilled its primary objective, which was to
offer teachers the necessary resources to take a stand against cyberbullying in their schools, a demand
that has been so widely called for by the scientific community [56].

After the initial self-training, the teaching staff who put the Asegúrate program into practice made
special efforts to combine activities specially designed by experts with their own interpretation and
self-planned techniques, which they adapted to the social context of their own pupils. This illustrates
the importance of the teaching staff as a key element in the intervention against cyberbullying [39]. Just
as happens in traditional bullying, schoolchildren see the degree of teacher involvement as a highly
relevant factor in reducing or facilitating their involvement [57]. It has also become clear that the extent
to which pupils perceive that their teachers are involved in managing interpersonal relationships in
the classroom has a high predictive value for cyberbullying. This reinforces the idea that, when the
pupils themselves recognize high quality teaching, it includes the notion that this high quality both
helps to prevent cyberbullying as well as improve the general atmosphere of the class [58].

The Asegúrate program has been effective against all the types of behavior, which are associated
with involvement in cyberbullying, which represents such a problematic phenomenon for schools.
In fact, the indicators which show a reduction of involvement in both roles reveal highly significant
changes. Not only does the specific behavior of cyberbullying and cyber-victimization decrease, but
also a large number of the boys and girls who were previously noted as “involved in cyberbullying
phenomena” in the pre-test were classified in the post-test in the “not-involved” or “bystanders”
group. In fact, there was a significant increase in the number of “bystanders” in the post-test in the
experimental group compared with the control group, with around a 25% decrease in the number of
cyber-victims and a fall of over 30% in the number of cyberbullies.

It should also be noted that the evaluation of the Asegúrate program has certain limitations. The
use of self-reports has its obvious shortcomings, but perhaps the most relevant is that the Asegúrate
program could be improved further with more specific training to deal with the specific behavior
of schoolchildren when using digital devices. Although this type of behavior does not appear to be
extremely widespread, the harmful, dangerous behavior it involves did not decrease in adolescents
even after the program was carried out. It therefore seems essential to include a study of the dynamics
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of how adolescents use digital devices, as well as materials and training to help make the program
more effective in this respect. Likewise, other variables that are impossible to measure in this type
of research could be related to the changes found in other activities in the school, additional teacher
training, etc.

5. Conclusions

The results we obtained are in line with the different articles in the scientific literature about the
prevention of cyberbullying, which show that the teaching staff are one of the key factors in reducing
and alleviating the problem [16,20,59]. However, our results go one step further: they show how
effective material, designed by researchers who have thorough knowledge of the prevalence and
characteristics of cyberbullying, used autonomously by teachers who know their pupils well and
spend long periods of time in the classroom with them, is a highly effective and beneficial combination,
because it does not disturb the normal daily life of the classroom. When intervention programs such
as the one proposed in this research are put into practice, the autonomy and initiative of the teaching
staff is viewed by the pupils in a positive light, as a vital means of support. Each teacher may adapt
the material to suit the needs of their school and any particular class, but the practice of using common
guidelines, such as those provided by the Asegúrate teaching material, has been widely accepted. This
does not mean that external training processes are no longer necessary: on the contrary, this external
support for their teaching helps the autonomous training provided by each teacher to be both more
effective and better appreciated by the schoolchildren.

Although cyberbullying occurs in a virtual environment, where some teachers feel less comfortable
or reluctant to explore because of their lack of prior experience [60], our results show that the most
common behaviors are those more like traditional bullying ones. These types of behaviors through
electronic device have been the most reduced by teachers, perhaps because they have previous
experience in carrying out anti-bullying programs.

For this reason, our results emphasize that it is not essential that teachers immerse themselves
or have an expert domain of virtual environments, social networks, or cross-platform applications
to improve how their students behave online. The useful work that has been carried out over a long
period of time against traditional harassment [61], which promotes values such as empathy and respect
for colleagues, can be developed and transferred to the context of virtual environments, with the help
of high quality teaching materials, such as those provided by the Asegúrate program.
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Abstract: Background: The aim of this study was to assess the efficacy of the school-based “Dat-e
Adolescence” prevention program in the reduction of dating aggression and victimization and
bullying in adolescents. Method: a RCT design with three waves (pre-test, post-test and follow-up six
months apart) and two groups (an experimental group and a control group) were used. One thousand
four hundred and twenty three (1423) adolescents, mean age 14.98 (557 in the experimental group)
participated in the study. Results: Efficacy evaluation was analyzed using Multiple-group latent
growth models and showed that the Dat-e Adolescence program was effective in reducing sexual
and severe physical dating violence and bullying victimization. Conclusions: The results suggest
that dating violence prevention programs could be an effective approach for tackling different
behavioral problems in adolescence given the protective and risk factors shared between dating
violence and bullying.

Keywords: dating violence; bullying; prevention program; Dat-e Adolescence

1. Introduction

Dating violence is considered a subtype of intimate partner violence, which occurs in relationships
that are more or less stable or lasting and encompasses aggressive behavior, be it psychological,
physical, sexual, or via new technologies [1]. Although prevalence rates continue to be inconsistent,
international studies have shown that psychological violence is the most frequent type, with
percentages ranging from 20% to 80% [2,3], followed by physical forms at around 20%, and sexual
violence at around 9% [4]. More recently, measures of online dating violence have yielded rates that
vary from 2% to 50%, depending on the severity of the behavior under analysis [5]. Its consequences
for adolescent development and health have also been highlighted, such as heavy episodic drinking,
depressive symptomatology, suicidal ideation, smoking, and engaging in other antisocial behaviors [6].
Moreover, being involved in teen dating violence is associated with other behavioral problems such as
bullying and sexual harassment. In this respect, studies have shown that bullying is a strong predictor
of sexual harassment and dating violence in adolescence [7–10]. This association between dating
violence and other forms of aggression has had various explanations. First, similar risk profiles for
bullying and dating violence have been observed, such as attitudes towards violence and substance
consumption [9]. Second, it has been hypothesized that the lessons learned in the peer relationship
domain would be transferred to new contexts, such as romantic relationships [9,10], contributing to the
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internalization of an aggressive relational pattern [8–10]. In short, the prevalence and consequences
of dating violence and its link to other behavioral problems have led us to define this phenomenon
as a public health problem [1], which calls for preventive intervention to address these behaviors.
Recognizing and considering its association with other, different behavioral problems would help
to design ecological prevention programs that could improve their impact on adolescents’ social
networks [1].

In recent decades there has been a growing number of evidence-based dating violence prevention
programs, of which we can mention the Safe Dates program [11]; the Fourth-R [12] and Shifting
Boundaries [13], among others. Recent systematic reviews and meta-analyses [14–17] have concluded
that dating violence prevention programs are promising for changing attitudes toward violence and
for increasing adolescents’ knowledge about the problem. However, the efficacy of these programs for
reducing aggressive behavior has received less support and the results remain inconclusive. Research
that has focused on synthetizing the available published literature has drawn two main conclusions:
(1) few programs have shown positive effects in reducing dating aggression and victimization; and (2)
not all forms of dating violence are sensitive to the treatment effects at the same level. In particular,
three programs have reported changes in physical and/or sexual violence [13,18,19], whereas only one
program has reported changes in psychological violence, namely the Safe Dates program [11,20]. Lastly,
three studies [21–23] have identified changes in composite measures of different forms of abuse where
psychological, physical and/or sexual violence were covered within the same measure. However,
the absence of measure specificity makes it difficult to determine which outcome was responsible for
the program’s efficacy. In general terms, research suggests that the majority of programs appear to
reduce severe and less frequent forms of violence, such as physical and sexual violence. In contrast,
the results are less consistent when it comes to more frequent forms of violence, as is the case of
psychological violence.

Some other available programs have tried to prevent aggressive behavior in adolescence in a more
general way, attending to the reduction of bullying, dating violence or other forms of violence such
as sexual harassment [12,13,24]. These studies acknowledge that dating violence and bullying share
protective and risk factors, such as attitudes toward violence, feelings of anger, poor communication
skills, and high levels of conflict [25]. The intervention on these factors could impact on these different
aggressive behaviors at the same time. From this perspective, these programs may be considered
cross-cutting in nature because a single program endeavors to prevent multiple problem behaviors,
promoting the skills and strategies that young people need to tackle different forms of violence. As for
their efficacy, some of these programs have failed to observe a significant reduction in dating violence
and bullying [24]; others have observed decreased physical dating aggression but no decrease in peer
aggression [12]; and others have reported a reduction in sexual dating violence, sexual harassment,
and peer sexual violence [13]. Although these programs are promising from a cost-benefit analysis
standpoint, the controversial results obtained thus far prevent us from concluding on the impact that
dating violence prevention programs could have on other forms of interpersonal violence.

Considering the high variability found in terms of the efficacy of dating violence prevention
programs, reviews and meta-analyses have identified some key aspects of the intervention design that
appear able to be translated with greater success. Intervening during early adolescence (around age 13),
when romantic relationships begin to show their importance in young people’s lives and violent
behavior, for the most part, has not yet surfaced, is recommended [26]. Other authors see the benefits
of starting even earlier, intervening on predictors of dating violence such as bullying and sexual
harassment [9,10]. Research also suggests the need to act upon the mediating variables to change
behaviors—that is, on those variables that longitudinal studies have identified as precursors of
dating violence [26]. In contrast, other authors [27] have concluded that violence prevention in
young couples should not only focus on specific risk factors but also adopt a positive framework to
promote the development of social and emotional skills. Intervention duration is also another relevant
component. Short, 90-minute, single-session programs showed moderate results compared to longer
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programs whose effects were more robust over time [28,29]. It is also crucial to design comprehensive
interventions of high methodological quality and rigor. Interventions applied to more than one context
(e.g., school, family, teaching, and community settings), which incorporate randomized controlled
trials (hereafter RCT) reported greater efficacy than other evaluation trials [15,28].

In Europe and specifically in Spain, there are no dating violence prevention programs that
have been developed with high methodological quality using random assignment methods and
whose design and procedure allow us to verify their efficacy in a reliable way [2]. This scenario
is surprising when compared to the evidence-based programs available in Europe and Spain to
address the prevention of school bullying and cyberbullying, as is the case of KiVa in Finland [30];
NoTrap! in Italy [31] and ConRed in Spain [32], among others. Specifically, Spanish dating violence
prevention programs have shown low methodological quality characterized by participant selection
through intentional sampling [33] and the use of quasi-experimental designs [34–36]. Most of these
programs included a very small number of participants which makes it difficult to draw generalizable
conclusions [33,35,36]. Considerable variability was also found in relation to efficacy analysis;
while some programs intervened and assessed their effectiveness in attitudinal changes, beliefs and
knowledge, others focused on behavioral changes. Specifically, those programs whose objective was
to modify attitudes, beliefs and knowledge toward violence were effective [33–35]. On the other
hand, only two programs have evaluated the program’s effectiveness in relation to dating violence
outcomes [35,36]. DaViPop [36] has been the only one to find positive results in the reduction of
dating violence. This program also intervenes in romantic relationship quality, yielding positive results
for support and future expectations. Within this framework, Dat-e Adolescence [37] has emerged
as a response to the need for developing programs with high methodological quality and inspired
by an evidence-based approach in the area of dating violence prevention in Spain. The aim of the
present study was to examine the efficacy of the Dat-e Adolescence program (First Edition) in relation
to reducing dating violence and bullying at follow-up measurement, that is, in the longer term as
compared to the intervention implementation.

1.1. Theoretical Background of Dat-e Adolescence

Dating violence boasts specific characteristics that need to be taken into account. It is primarily
mutual and bidirectional and related to conflicts in the dyad [17,38,39]. Studies have shown that
this aggressive behavior is more common and less severe than other forms of violence in romantic
relationships in adolescence, as gender-violence is, but it is clearly related [17]. At this respect, some
of the risk factors that explain dating violence has an important role in gender- based violence. This
is the case of peer context, which is not only crucial to the onset and maintenance of first romantic
relationships [40], but also to violence in romantic relationships. Bullying and sexual harassment have
been described as a stepping-stone to dating violence [9,10,41,42]. It has been observed that young
people exposed to peer group violence tend to internalize acceptance of violence norms and develop a
maladjusted perception of the consequences of violence on the victims, which poses a greater risk to
violent behavior involvement in other relational contexts, including romantic relationships [43].

These characteristics are key aspects of the Dynamic Developmental Systems Model [44]. From
a developmental and ecological perspective, this model acknowledges that dating violence is a
complex problem associated with multiple risk factors [17]. It integrates different risk factors that
contribute to violence among young couples (for a review of risk/protective factors, see [45,46]).
Within this framework, abusive practices in the romantic relationship are seen as a consequence
of the interaction that takes place among biological variables (e.g., genetic influences); individual
variables (e.g., antisocial behavior); contextual factors (e.g., parental divorce); and the behaviors,
beliefs and attitudes that each partner has acquired from socialization in different contexts (e.g., family,
peers) throughout their life. Furthermore, in order to understand violence from this perspective, it is
important to address not only the risk factors corresponding to each member of the couple, but also
the relationship they develop and maintain; that is, their relational interactions and characteristics.
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Accordingly, violence is seen as a consequence of jealousy, gender beliefs and attitudes about violence;
of an insecure and/or avoidant attachment with the partner; of low levels of support and intimacy
in the relationship; and lack of skills and strategies for tackling the misunderstandings and conflicts
that often arise in the couple. Because of this dynamic, violence becomes stable within the romantic
relationship, since abusive practices are consolidated as relational forms within couples [17,47].

This main risk factors addressed by DDS Model are considered in Dat-e Adolescence program.
From our point of view, if boys and girls reflect about violence, gender norms, how the peer
network influences their behavior, and they develop socio-emotional skills to be confident within their
romantic relationships, they will be capable to build healthy relationships free of dating violence and
gender-based violence. This comprehensive approach seems to be promising for prevention programs
when working at universal level in community samples because permits to deep on the different
expressions of violence that can occur within the couple, their nature, causes and how to deal with
it [12,26].

1.2. The Dat-e Adolescence Program

Dat-e Adolescence is a school-based universal and multi-component prevention program designed
for adolescents aged 12 to 19 years. It comprises seven 1-hour long sessions that can be implemented
during school hours. In general terms, the program adopts a constructivist and experiential approach
that encourages content learning through different teaching and learning experiences. It includes
researcher- and peer-led training:

Researcher-led training. The first five sessions are administered by researchers during school hours.
The main aims of these lessons are to (a) raise awareness of the concepts of love, myths about romantic
love, and healthy behaviors in relationships; (b) encourage greater recognition, expression, and
emotional regulation; and (c) promote enhanced self-esteem. In terms of couple dynamics, the program
aims to (d) improve communication skills; and (e) promote the recognition of violent behavior in both
traditional and online forms of violence. These lessons comprise discussions, role-playing, debates,
and watching videos to promote socio-emotional skills and increase knowledge about romantic
relationships and abuse. They consist of classroom and web-based activities, the latter via the program’s
online platform.

Peer-led training. The last two sessions are administered by peers during school hours. In the fifth
session, two students from each class (one boy and one girl) volunteer to be the implementers of these
final two sessions. These assistant students received four hours’ training (two for each session) prior to
the peer sessions. Presenting a conflictive or abusive context, these peer-led sessions aim to (a) raise
awareness and promote coping strategies when aggression occurs and conflict-resolution strategies;
and (b) raise awareness of the peer group and bystander’s influence in the face of dating violence.
These lessons comprise decision-making games and group dynamic exercises.

School session. A final activity is organized by the participating schools covering the main contents
and lessons learned during the intervention.

The efficacy of Dat-e Adolescence has been assessed over two large RCT waves [37]. The program
significantly modified beliefs towards violence, specifically on myths about romantic love (Cohen’s d
from −0.56 to −0.94); enhanced self-esteem (d = −0.15); and emotion regulation (d = −0.19) among
participants. However, no significant effects were found for dating violence at post-test.

The present study tests the program’s medium-term effect on moderate physical dating
violence, severe physical dating violence and sexual dating violence as a primary outcome, and
on bullying as a secondary outcome. It builds on the knowledge about the effectiveness of Dat-e
Adolescence in comparison to previous assessments [37], examining the program’s effects at follow-up
(6 months apart) and assessing its efficacy on other behavioral outcomes. This research seeks to
contribute to the debate on the efficacy of dating violence programs and to test their effects on
preventing other related forms of interpersonal violence, for example, bullying. We hypothesized that
the Dat-e Adolescence program would yield substantial reductions in primary and secondary outcomes
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at follow-up. This hypothesis is based on previous research that addressed the fact that prevention
programs failed to find positive reduction of dating aggression and victimization at post-test despite
some effects have been found at medium term. In this respect, De la Rue et al. [48] concluded that the
impact of these programs on changing aggressive behavior would require not only changing attitudes
and knowledge of violence, but the development of adolescents’ socio-emotional skills that promote
behavioral change when facing conflicts and disagreements with their partners. This skill-building
training could help students to move to more healthy relationships, and later in time, to more positive
and non-aggressive dating relationships. Since the program showed significant impact on improving
emotional competence skills, such as students’ emotion regulation, and changing attitudes towards
violence at post-test, we might expect some kind of delayed effects on dating violence at medium-term.
Moreover, considering that poor anger regulation [25] and low self-esteem [49–51] are risk factors
involved in other behavioral problems, such as bullying, we also expect the program to have an effect
on this form of interpersonal violence.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

A total of 2050 adolescents participated in the study. For the main purpose of the study, they were
selected based on having had romantic experience (n = 1423); 51.8% were male (n = 734), with ages
ranging from 11 to 19 years (M = 14.98; SD = 1.39). 48.6% were in the first two-year cycle of high-school
education (n = 691) and 51.4% in the second two-year cycle (n = 732). 830 participants studied in the
province of Seville (58.3%) while 593 studied in the province of Córdoba (41.7%). Regarding romantic
experience at Wave 1, 684 students had been in a relationship more than two months ago (48.1%); 305
had dated somebody in the last two months (21.4%); and 434 participants were in a current relationship
(30.5%). 95.8% identified themselves as heterosexual or straight (n = 1357); 1% as gay or lesbian
(n = 14); 1.6% as bisexual (n = 23); 0.2% as pansexual or demisexual (n = 3); and 1.3% did not know
(n = 19). Around 95% of participants were born in Spain (n = 1357). The experimental group comprised
557 adolescents (53.8% male; age M = 14.88; SD = 1.30) from four high schools. The control group
comprised 866 students (50.5% male; age M = 15.04; SD = 1.49) from three high schools. No differences
in gender, X2(1) = 1.486; p = 0.231; CC = 0.03, or age, F(1, 1415) = 3.121; p = 0.077; eta2 = 0.002, were
found between the control and experimental groups.

2.2. Attrition Analysis

Regarding attrition, 17% of participants completed the pre-test measure only (n = 242); 52.9%
completed the pre-test and post-test measures (n = 753); and 30.1% of participants completed the
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up measures (n = 428). Similar attrition rates were found for both
groups, X2(2) = 1.932; p = 0.381. Specifically, 17.9% vs. 15.6% of control and experimental group
participants, respectively, completed the pre-test measure; 53.1% vs. 52.6% of control and experimental
group participants, respectively, completed the pre-test and post-test measures; and 29% vs. 31.8%
of control and experimental group participants, respectively, completed all three waves. The high
attrition rates observed at follow-up were due to four out of seven schools (experimental group =
two schools, control group = two schools) choosing not to participate at follow-up (see flowchart,
Figure 1). To establish similarities and differences between schools with follow-up and schools without
follow-up, we compared the outcomes and sociodemographic variables at baseline level for both
groups. No baseline differences for outcomes and sociodemographic variables were found between
schools that participated at post-test and schools that participated at follow-up (see Table 1). For this
reason, we decided to analyze intervention efficacy across all seven schools.

We explored pre-test differences in outcomes and sociodemographic variables among participants
with different attrition characteristics (pre-test only, pre-test and post-test, and all three waves; see
Table 1). No gender differences were found between attrition groups, X2(2) = 3.342; p = 0.188; CC = 0.05,
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nor for control group attrition, X2(2) = 4.103; p = 0.129; CC = 0.07, or for experimental group attrition,
X2(2) = 4.979; p = 0.083; CC = 0.09. Univariate general linear models (GLM) were estimated to analyze
the association between age, baseline outcomes, treatment condition, and attrition type. Baseline
outcomes and age were identified as the dependent variables, whereas treatment condition and
attrition type were the fixed factors. Differences were observed in age, F(2, 1415) =12.006; p = 0.000;
eta2 = 0.017, moderate physical aggression, F(2, 1368) = 7.355; p = 0.001; eta2 = 0.011, moderate physical
victimization, F(2, 1374) = 4.690; p =0.009; eta2 = 0.007, severe physical aggression, F(2, 1366) = 6.550;
p = 0.001; eta2 = 0.010, bullying aggression, F(2, 1396) = 5.891; p = 0.003; eta2 = 0.008, and bullying
victimization, F(2, 1402) = 4.867; p = 0.008; eta2 = 0.007, between pre-test measure only, post-test, and
follow-up participants.

Figure 1. Flowchart of the recruitment and retention of participants in the evaluation.
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Specifically, students who only participated at the pre-test were older and more involved in
moderate physical aggression, moderate physical victimization, severe physical aggression, and
bullying aggression compared to their three-wave counterparts. However, this trend was not observed
for bullying victimization; pre-test-only participants were less involved than their three-wave peers.
No differences were found in severe physical victimization, F(2, 1373) = 2.058; p = 0.128; eta2 = 0.003,
sexual aggression, F(2, 1361) = 1.037; p = 0.355; eta2 = 0.002, or sexual victimization, F(2, 1370) = 0.240;
p = 0.787; eta2 = 0.000, among participants with different attrition characteristics. Finally, no differences
were found in moderate physical aggression, F (2, 1368) = 0.259; p = 0.772; eta2 = 0.000, moderate
physical victimization, F (2, 1374) = 0.653; p = 0.521; eta2 = 0.001, severe physical aggression, F(2, 1366)
= 2.005; p = 0.135; eta2 = 0.003, severe physical victimization, F(2, 1373) = 0.612; p = 0.542; eta2 = 0.001,
sexual aggression, F(2, 1361) = 0.113; p = 0.893; eta2 = 0.000, sexual victimization, F(2, 1370) = 0.876;
p = 0.417; eta2 = 0.001, bullying aggression, F(2, 1396) = 0.964; p = 0.382; eta2 = 0.001, or bullying
victimization, F(2, 1402) = 0.271; p = 0.763; eta2 = 0.000, for the interaction effect between treatment
condition and attrition type, suggesting that attrition differences were similar for both control and
experimental groups. Thus, we can conclude that the intervention efficacy results obtained are not
influenced by sample attrition.

2.3. Procedure

A RCT design was used with a control group and an experimental group. Fifteen state high schools
from the cities of Seville and Córdoba (Andalusia region) were randomly selected by the Educational
Authority using a simple randomization procedure (a list of random numbers was generated following
a computer-based program). Those numbers that coincided with the school identification numbers
were picked for the study. Following approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the Autonomous
Region of Andalusia (code: 0575-N-14), initial contact was made with all 15 schools in December 2015.
All schools presented a medium economic, social and cultural level (ISC Index in Spain) in accordance
with the ranking established by the autonomous region’s education authority. Meetings were held
with the schools’ directors and counseling teams to inform them about the research, its objectives,
its content and the procedure to be selected for the experimental or control groups. Seven out of
15 schools agreed to take part in the study. Informed consent forms were signed and the program
details were forwarded to the families and school boards, the latter granting all centers permission
to take part. The seven centers were randomly assigned to either an experimental or control group
using a coin toss procedure. A member of the research group who was not in direct contact with the
school did this work. The waiting list procedure was applied to the control schools that expressed
interest in receiving intervention in future editions. Pre-test was carried out in January 2016, post-test
in June 2016, and follow-up in December 2016. The intervention took place from February through
May 2016 once a week during school hours. Anonymous self-report, paper-and-pencil questionnaires
were administered in the three waves. In order to identify students at the three points in time, the
names of the participants were linked to a code that was used in each wave. The code was created
taking into account the school, the class, and the number of each student in his/her class (the class list
having been sorted alphabetically). Data were collected during school hours. Students received no
rewards or incentives for taking part.

2.4. Measures

2.4.1. Sociodemographic Variables

An ad hoc questionnaire was devised to ask participants about their gender, age, sexual
orientation, locality, and nationality.
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2.4.2. Dating Relationship Status

Two items from the Dating Questionnaire [52] were used to analyze relationship status. The first
item, a multiple-choice question, assessed the participants’ romantic experience. The response options
were as follows: (a) Yes, I’m currently dating someone; (b) I’m not currently dating anyone, but I have
done in the last two months; (c) I’m not dating anyone right now but I was, more than two months
ago; and (d) I’ve never dated anyone before. The second item asked about the length of the current or
past relationship expressed in weeks.

2.4.3. Physical Violence

Moderate and severe physical violence was evaluated using an adapted version of the physical
violence scale [53] from the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2) [54]. Nine items, measured on a 5-point Likert
scale (0 = Never; 1 = rarely; 2 = sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = Always), assessed the frequency with
which the adolescents, in a current or past relationship, had perpetrated or received physically violent
behaviors in last six months (e.g., “to shove or throw against a wall”). According to the Spanish
validation of the scale for adolescents [55], the first four items represent moderate physical acts and
the last five items represent more severe physical acts. CFA for two correlated factors showed a good
fit for aggression, X2(26) = 44.191; RMSEA = 0.023; CFI = 0.902, and for victimization, X2(24) = 51.182;
RMSEA = 0.029; CFI = 0.907.

2.4.4. Sexual Violence

Sexual violence was assessed using an adapted version of the sexual dating violence measure
proposed by Foshee et al. [56]. Four items, measured on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = Never; 1 = rarely;
2 = sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = Always), assessed the frequency with which the adolescents, in a
current or past relationship, had perpetrated or received sexually violent behaviors in last six months
(“to pressure or force the other to have sex”; “to pressure or force the other to engage in a sexual act
when they did not want to”; “to touch the other when they did not want to be touched”; “to make
humiliating comments about sexual behavior”). CFA showed a good fit for aggression, X2(2) = 1.611;
RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and for victimization, X2(2) = 0.725; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000.

2.4.5. Bullying

Bullying perpetration and victimization was assessed using the Spanish version of the European
Bullying Intervention Project Questionnaire (EBIP-Q) [57]. Fourteen items, measured on a 5-point
Likert scale (0 = Never; 1 = once or twice; 2 = once or twice a month; 3 = once a week; 4 = More than
once a week), assessed the frequency with which adolescents perpetrated and received direct physical
abuse, indirect abuse, verbal abuse, psychological abuse, and social exclusion in the last two months
(e.g., ”someone has spread rumors about me”). CFA showed a good fit for aggression, X2(12) = 77.772;
RMSEA = 0.063; CFI = 0.934, and for victimization, X2(13) = 92.807; RMSEA = 0.066; CFI = 0.949.

2.5. Analysis Plan

All analyses were performed using MPLUS 7 (Muthen & Muthen, Los Angeles, CA, USA) and
SPSS 24 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). In order to test the comparability of the control and experimental
groups, we analyzed the pre-test differences [58]. Considering the size of the sample, we included eta2

to estimate the effect size.
Following Cheong et al.’s [59] guidelines, multiple-group latent growth models were performed

to analyze the effect of intervention on dating violence and bullying. According to the authors, when
a prevention program is effective, the treatment and control groups are expected to show different
outcome growth. To test this hypothesis, we first analyzed (Step 1) whether the linear trajectory shape
fits the data and examined whether growth rates differed by condition. To this end, the trajectory of
the outcome was examined separately using a two-group model [59]. The factor loadings of the latent
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factors were specified to be equal across both groups. The factor loadings on the latent intercepts factor
were fixed to 1.0 to define the initial starting point. The factor loadings for the slope were set to 0, 1, and
2 given the equal timing across waves. The residual variances of each wave measure were also equated
across groups. The covariance between intercept and slope factor was freely estimated and allowed for
differences across both groups. Next (Step 2), the common intercept was estimated and the control
group’s slope factor mean was set to 0. In consequence, the slope mean of the treatment group captured
the mean difference in the slope factor mean between both groups. The model fit was assessed to
analyze the appropriateness of using current specification for both groups and to justify the use of
program group membership as a causal variable for the different trajectory shapes. Additionally, the
chi-square difference test was used to choose the best model. The maximum likelihood robust (MLR)
estimation method was used to estimate the models, given that the variables presented normality
problems. To avoid bias due to sample attrition, all models were estimated using the full information
maximum likelihood (FIML) method. Effect size was computed adhering to Raudenbush and Liu’s [60]
formula for GMA analyses, where between-group differences in mean growth rates is the numerator
and the slope SD is the denominator of the coefficient [61]. The following indices were used to evaluate
the model fit: the chi-square (X2) statistic; the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA);
and the comparative fit index (CFI), with cut-off points of 0.08 for RMSEA and 0.90 for CFI. SPSS 24
statistics software was used for the descriptive analyses and for attrition analysis.

3. Results

In order to test the comparability of the experimental and control groups, we analyzed the pretest
differences [58] (see Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics in the three waves for primary and secondary outcomes.

Outcomes Group
Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention Follow-Up

M SD n M SD n M SD n

Moderate physical
aggression

Control group 0.061 0.227 833 0.066 0.317 623 0.024 0.111 220
Experimental group 0.053 0.224 535 0.036 0.189 421 0.021 0.094 154

Moderate physical
victimization

Control group 0.071 0.280 835 0.075 0.322 629 0.039 0.161 220
Experimental group 0.073 0.300 539 0.050 0.275 420 0.027 0.116 155

Severe physical
aggression

Control group 0.040 0.184 831 0.037 0.222 623 0.023 0.094 220
Experimental group 0.050 0.222 535 0.027 0.168 421 0.005 0.039 154

Severe physical
victimization

Control group 0.041 0.194 835 0.044 0.229 629 0.027 0.119 230
Experimental group 0.054 0.230 538 0.039 0.256 420 0.015 0.100 155

Sexual aggression Control group 0.039 0.181 829 0.039 0.201 623 0.033 0.167 220
Experimental group 0.042 0.259 532 0.035 0.181 420 0.015 0.082 154

Sexual
victimization

Control group 0.071 0.299 833 0.060 0.259 629 0.058 0.239 220
Experimental group 0.067 0.260 537 0.082 0.339 419 0.047 0.191 155

Bullying aggression Control group 0.417 0.566 854 0.392 0.535 666 0.366 0.470 243
Experimental group 0.423 0.555 542 0.408 0.588 450 0.319 0.425 173

Bullying
victimization

Control group 0.659 0.729 857 0.649 0.737 667 0.626 0.674 243
Experimental group 0.724 0.779 545 0.668 0.736 449 0.600 0.726 173

No differences were found in moderate physical dating aggression, F(1, 1368) = 0.030; p = 0.863;
eta2 = 0.000, moderate physical dating victimization, F(1, 1374) = 0.462; p = 0.497; eta2 = 0.000,
severe physical dating aggression, F(1, 1366) = 3.455; p = 0.063; eta2 = 0.003, severe physical dating
victimization, F(1, 1373) = 1.880; p = 0.171; eta2 = 0.001, sexual dating aggression, F(1, 1361) = 0.009;
p = 0.923; eta2 = 0.000, sexual dating victimization, F(1, 1370) = 0.076; p= 0.783; eta2 = 0.000, bullying
aggression, F(1, 1396) = 0.046; p = 0.830; eta2 = 0.000, and bullying victimization, F(1, 1402) = 1.207;
p = 0.272; eta2 = 0.001, between the control and experimental groups at pre-test. The correlations among
outcome variables are shown in Table 3. Dating violence and bullying were positively correlated.
For each form of violence, measures of aggression and victimization showed a strong correlation.
The effect size was large for the relationship between moderate physical dating aggression and
victimization, for severe physical dating aggression and victimization, and for sexual dating aggression
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and victimization. The effect size was medium for the relationship between bullying aggression
and victimization.

3.1. Effect of the Dat-e Adolescence Program on Moderate Physical Dating Violence

For moderate physical dating aggression, the overall fit of the two-group model was unacceptable
in terms of the CFI value, X2(7) = 12.980; RMSEA = 0.035; CFI = 0.652. Modification indices were
analyzed, suggesting that the residual variance of the post-test measure was different across groups
(MI = 8.790). When freely estimating the residual variance at post-test across groups, the model showed
a good fit, X2(6) = 4.499; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000. In Step 1, the growth rate factor mean for both
groups was found to be negative and significant (See Table 4). This suggests that growth was not due
to intervention (i.e., normative growth).

For moderate physical dating victimization, the overall fit of the two-group model was acceptable,
X2(7) = 3.487; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000. In Step 1, we observed a significant decrease over time for
the experimental group and a declining trend for the control group (See Table 4). This suggests that
growth was not due to intervention (i.e., normative growth).

3.2. Effect of the Dat-e Adolescence Program on Severe Physical Dating Violence

For severe physical dating aggression, the overall fit of the two-groups model was acceptable,
X2(7) = 3.870; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000. In Step 1, the mean and variance of the growth rate factors
for the control group were not significant, whereas the slope mean for the experimental group was
negative and significant (see Table 4). In light of this, the means and variances of the growth factors
were constrained to be 0 for the control group (Step 2). This model showed a good fit, X2(10) = 5.120;
RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and the chi-square difference test was not significant, Trd = 0.063; df = 3;
p = 0.996, suggesting that the best model was the constrained model. In this model, the growth rate
factor mean estimated for the treatment group was the estimated program effect. When comparing
the average growth rates between both groups, the average growth rate for the treatment group
was negative and statistically significant. The effect size was between small to medium (d = 0.25).
These results indicate that the treatment group’s growth trajectory of severe physical aggression
decreased significantly compared to the control group’s growth trajectory. For severe physical dating
victimization, the overall fit of the two-groups model was acceptable, X2(8) = 7.900; RMSEA = 0.000;
CFI = 1.000, with the residual variance of the follow-up measure fixed to 0 for both groups. In Step 1,
the mean and variance of the growth rate factors for the control group were not significant, whereas the
slope mean for the experimental group was negative and significant (see Table 4). In light of this, the
means and variances of the growth factors were constrained to be 0 for the control group (Step 2). This
model showed a good fit, X2(11) = 7.092; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and the chi-square difference test
was not significant, Trd = 0.815; df = 3; p = 0.846, suggesting that the best model was the constrained
model. In this model, the growth rate factor mean estimated for the treatment group was the estimated
program effect. When comparing the average growth rates between both groups, the average growth
rate for the treatment group was negative and statistically significant. The effect size was between
small to medium (d = 0.21). These results indicate that the treatment group’s growth trajectory of
severe physical aggression decreased significantly compared to the control group’s growth trajectory.
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3.3. Effect of the Dat-e Adolescence Program on Sexual Dating Violence

For sexual dating aggression, the overall fit of the two-groups model was acceptable, X2(7) = 8.095;
RMSEA = 0.015; CFI = 0.918, with the residual variance of the follow-up measure fixed to 0. In Step 1,
the mean and variance of the growth rate factors for the control group were not significant, whereas the
slope mean for the experimental group was negative and significant (see Table 4). In light of this, the
means and variances of the growth factors were constrained to be 0 for the control group (Step 2). This
model showed a good fit, X2(10) = 9.890; RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and the chi-square difference test
was not significant, Trd = 0.268; df = 3; p = 0.966, suggesting that the best model was the constrained
model. In this model, the growth rate factor mean estimated for the treatment group was the estimated
program effect. When comparing the average growth rates between both groups, the average growth
rate for the treatment group was negative and statistically significant. The effect size was between
small to medium (d = 0.38). These results indicate that the treatment group’s growth trajectory of
severe physical aggression decreased significantly compared to the control group’s growth trajectory.

For sexual dating victimization, the overall fit of the two-groups model was not acceptable in
terms of the CFI value, X2(7) = 15.290; RMSEA = 0.041; CFI = 0.808. Modification indices were analyzed,
suggesting that the residual variance of the post-test measure was different across groups (MI = 11.383).
When freely estimating the residual variance at post-test across groups, the model showed a good fit,
X2(6) = 7.740; RMSEA = 0.020; CFI = 0.960. In Step 1, the mean and variance of the growth rate factors
for the control group were not significant, whereas the slope mean for the experimental group was
negative and significant (see Table 4). In light of this, the means and variances of the growth factors
were constrained to be 0 for the control group (Step 2). This model showed a good fit, X2(9) = 8.317;
RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and the chi-square difference test was not significant, Trd = 0.351; df = 3;
p = 0.950, suggesting that the best model was the constrained model. In this model, the growth rate
factor mean estimated for the treatment group was the estimated program effect. When comparing
the average growth rates between both groups, the average growth rate for the treatment group
was negative and statistically significant. The effect size was between small to medium (d = 0.24).
These results indicate that the treatment group’s growth trajectory of sexual victimization decreased
significantly compared to the control group’s growth trajectory.

3.4. Effect of the Dat-e Adolescence Program on Bullying

For bullying aggression, the overall fit of the two-groups model was acceptable, X2(7) = 4.757;
RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000. In Step 1, we observed a declining trend over time for the control
group and non-significant changes for the experimental group (See Table 4). This result suggests that
intervention did not modify bullying aggression.

For bullying victimization, the overall fit of the two-groups model was acceptable, X2(7) = 8.321;
RMSEA = 0.016; CFI = 0.997. In Step 1, the mean and variance of the growth rate factors for the
control group were not significant, whereas the slope mean for the experimental group was negative
and significant (see Table 4). In light of this, the means and variances of the growth factors were
constrained to be 0 for the control group (Step 2). This model showed a good fit, X2(10) = 9.520;
RMSEA = 0.000; CFI = 1.000, and the chi-square difference test was not significant, Trd = 1.478; df = 3;
p = 0.687, suggesting that the best model was the constrained model. In this model, the growth rate
factor mean estimated for the treatment group was the estimated program effect. When comparing
the average growth rates between both groups, the average growth rate for the treatment group was
negative and statistically significant. The effect size was large (d = 0.98). These results indicate that the
treatment group’s growth trajectory of bullying victimization decreased significantly compared to the
control group’s growth trajectory.
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4. Discussion

The present study is the first efficacy evaluation of the Dat-e Adolescence program to include a
follow-up measurement. On the whole, the results lend clear support to the program’s effectiveness.
In particular, students participating in the Dat-e Adolescence program, exhibited lower levels of
severe physical dating violence (aggression and victimization); sexual dating violence (aggression and
victimization); and bullying victimization six months after the intervention.

Considering the magnitude of the intervention effects, we calculated Cohen’s d for the
multiple-group latent growth models. The results revealed significant (small to medium) victimization
and perpetration effects for this program at follow-up. Specifically, 0.21 for severe physical dating
victimization; 0.25 for severe physical dating aggression; 0.24 for sexual dating victimization;
0.38 for sexual dating aggression; and 0.98 for bullying victimization. The results of this study
are highly relevant in light of the fact that systematic reviews and meta-analyses [14–17] have
emphasized how programs fail significantly to affect dating violence outcomes. Importantly, these
effects at follow-up were not observed at the program’s post-test evaluation stage [37]. This
difference between post-test and follow-up intervention efficacy warrants deeper discussion and
hypotheses. In general terms, behaviors are resistant to change because they are consolidated in
relational dynamics [62]. De la Rue et al. [14] suggest that behavior modification requires time and the
development of socio-emotional skills that helps students to face with conflicts and problems within
the couple in a healthy way. Applied to our program, because of the post-test evaluations took place
immediately after program completion, it was difficult to observe any behavioral change. In this respect
we can consider some mediating variables responsible for the delayed effects observed in this study.
According to De la Rue et al. [48], programs need to include skill-building components to promote
students’ behavioral changes when facing conflicts and problem within their romantic relationships.
These socio-emotional skills would lead to healthier and more positive relationships that could prevent
the expression of aggressive behaviors in dating couples. In the first efficacy assessment of the Dat-e
Adolescence program, we found that students of the treatment conditions not only modified their
beliefs about love and couple violence, but they also improved their socio-emotional skills. Specifically,
after the intervention students showed a better control of anger, reduced the duration of anger episodes
and the frequency with which they engaged in fights and arguments. Moreover, participants also
reduced their negative feelings toward themselves, improving their self-esteem. We could hypothesize
that the change observed in dating aggressive behavior at follow-up can be explained by means of the
improved emotion regulations skills at post-test and the change of normative beliefs about love and
violence shared by the peer group. Future mediation analysis could test this hypothesis confirming if
the change in the behavior is produced as a result of these socio-emotional skills and the change in
personal and peers’ attitudes towards violence.

At follow-up, intervention and control-group students no longer showed significant differences
in moderate physical dating aggression and victimization. Mean growth rates were negative in
both groups, which potentially points to normative growth. To our knowledge, only one program
has assessed its efficacy by differentiating between moderate and severe forms of physical dating
violence [11,20]. It was Safe Dates, which successfully reduced moderate and severe physical
aggression as well as moderate victimization, suggesting that moderate forms are more susceptible
to change post-intervention. Unlike Safe Dates, our study reported clearer and stronger changes in
more severe forms of dating violence (severe physical violence and sexual violence) than in moderate
physical forms. It should be noted that decreased levels of aggression and victimization of moderate
physical forms were observed in the experimental group. However, moderate physical victimization
and aggression also decreased in the control group. This precludes obtaining conclusive results
regarding program efficacy in relation to moderate physical violence. Given few programs have
analyzed their effectiveness by comparing its impact on moderate and severe forms of physical
violence, and taking into account that our results are inconclusive, future studies deepening this aspect
are needed.
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Considering the intervention’s significant effect on bullying victimization, we can confirm that
the results are also very meaningful. We hypothesized that the Dat-e Adolescence program would lead
to a reduction in different problem behaviors because bullying and dating violence share protective
and risk factors over which the program intervenes [9,25,63] such as emotional competence. From a
developmental perspective, bullying has been described as a stepping-stone of dating violence given
that relational dynamics are transferred from one context to another [9]. As such, it is possible to
see adolescents modifying their behavior not only with their partner but also with their peers after
receiving the program. However, the program did not modify bullying aggression. This may in part
be due to the program content itself. In fact, the general skills and strategies trained in the program,
such as communication, emotion regulation and coping strategies, provide victims of bullying with
the necessary resources. However, we could hypothesize that this more general content, geared
toward positive development, is not enough to modify aggressive behavior among peers. Dat-e
Adolescence was designed originally to be a dating violence prevention program, and therefore some
of the contents, including beliefs and attitudes toward violence, are specific to couples and not to peer
violence. Taken together, and considering the promising effects on peer victimization, future programs
should contextualize dating violence programs on a more general framework of interpersonal violence
in adolescence, including new contents more closely related to peer aggression, in order to maximize
the impact of these programs on different aggressive behaviors [13].

In general, the findings are considerably significant both for dating violence prevention policies in
Spain and for interpersonal violence in adolescent research. The Dat-e Adolescence program was born
out of a context in which most programs evaluated and analyzed under the umbrella of systematic
reviews and meta-analyses come from the United States and Canada [14,15]. However, in Europe, the
efficacy of already implemented programs remains an unknown [2]. To date, no previous Spanish
prevention programs have been assessed using a RCT design and a large sample. Furthermore, none
have delivered promising results in dating violence prevention, and to our knowledge, there is no
evidence of a single program that prevents different behavioral problems in adolescents in Spain. Yet
in our study, an experimental design, a large sample, and psychometrically sound measures were used.
Data were also analyzed using rigorous statistical methods, which yielded promising results.

Despite the positive results of the Dat-e Adolescence program’s effectiveness, future studies
should focus on some key questions. A second independent trial is needed to confirm the positive
results described in this study and in the program’s post-test evaluation [37], adhering to standards of
evidence [57,64]. In addition, research should look into whether these positive results can be replicated
by changing an important program component, namely the trainers. In this first edition, the first
five sessions were led by researchers; however, we believe that teachers and/or psychologists can be
equally good trainers. Teacher-led training offers the opportunity to test the program’s efficacy under
more real and natural conditions. The Dat-e Adolescence program comes with a detailed manual,
containing easy-to-follow and specific descriptions about the aims of each session, standardized
instructions, and materials that can be used for this purpose. Furthermore, much more needs to be
done to address several key issues concerning the effectiveness of this type of intervention; for example,
the mechanism of change. In this line, the design of the Dat-e Adolescence program was based mainly
on two models; DDS model [44] and a peer-led training. A systematic review of the efficacy of dating
violence prevention [17] has emphasized the difficulty of preventing this complex problem where
multiple risk factors intersect. For this reason, O’Leary and Slep [17] proposed to consider the DDS
model [44] in the formulation of prevention programs and to include their ecological approach in the
intervention design. In this line, it is necessary to analyze the impact that protective and risk factors
may have on the problem using mediational models. This can help us to understand the mechanisms
and processes that lead to change [2] and to test the conceptual models developed to better explain
interpersonal violence in adolescence [44,64]. Moreover, the Dat-e Adolescence program included
peer-led training in line with previous dating violence and bullying prevention programs [24,31].
To determine the benefits of a peer-led model component requires testing the efficacy of the program
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with this component and without it, and then to compare the results. In sum, it is necessary to improve
our knowledge about what ingredients are responsible for the positive results, in terms of a cost-benefit
approach [65].

Despite its strengths, the study has several limitations. Self-report measures were used which
can be affected by social desirability bias. Our results are only generalizable to schools with similar
characteristics. This study involved schools with a medium socioeconomic level, meaning it was
not representative of very low-risk or very high-risk schools. In addition, a sizeable proportion of
incomplete data was observed at follow-up, as four schools decided not to participate at this wave.
Attrition rates were higher in older students, so future studies could benefits by including age as
covariate. It is true that Attrition analysis revealed that the results were not influenced by attrition but
the inclusion of this covariate could help us to conclude about the effect of age more accurately.

Closely related to this already mentioned limitation is the fact that that we did not include the
differential effect of the program on boys and girls. In this respect, as reported in previous systematic
reviews, an important number of dating violence prevention programs have shown to be more effective
to reduce dating aggression in boys than in girls [48], which could be understood as an indicator that
the programs contribute to stop the circle of violence of boys towards girls. Future studies should
consider the effect of gender in the results in order to confirm the effect of this program in the reduction
of gender violence.

5. Conclusions

Romantic relationships are a veritable challenge for adolescents. When faced with this scenario;
some adolescents will acquire the strategies and skills enabling them to establish healthy relationships
with their partners. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention [66], romantic
relationships are healthy when the following criteria are met; both partners share the conviction
that conflicts can be resolved in a non-violent way; they have the ability to adapt to and negotiate
stressful situations, making decisions together; communication skills and/or assertive communication
are present; couples accept that their respective partners have the right to practice their autonomy;
and mutual trust lies at the heart of the relationship. Dating violence prevention programs can be a
valuable resource to help young people face this difficult task and encourage them to build respectful
relationships, thus encouraging positive development for both members of the dyad. In the present
study, the results corresponding to the program’s efficacy suggest that Dat-e Adolescence can mitigate
severe forms of physical dating violence and sexual dating violence as well as bullying victimization.
This last finding is critical given that cross-cutting interventions are deemed more efficient in terms of
time and resources.
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Abstract: Studying moderators of the effects of anti-bullying universal interventions is essential
to elucidate what works for whom and to tailor more intensive, selective, and indicated programs
which meet the needs of non-responders. The present study investigated whether early adolescents’
temperament—effortful control (EC), negative emotionality (NE), and positive emotionality
(PE)—moderates the effects of the KiVa anti-bullying program. The sample consisted of 13 schools,
with 1051 sixth-grade early adolescents (mean age = 10.93; SD = 0.501), randomly assigned to
the KiVa intervention (seven schools; n = 536) or to the control condition (six schools; n = 516).
Adolescents reported bullying and victimization before the intervention (pre-test) and after (post-test).
Temperament was assessed by a self-report pre-test. Findings showed that EC and NE moderated
intervention effects on bullying, indicating that subgroups with high levels of EC, and with low
and medium levels of NE were those who benefited most from the intervention. The low-EC
subgroup showed a lower increase compared to the control condition, with a considerable effect size.
Conversely, the high-NE subgroup did not show any positive effects compared to the control group.
Regarding victimization, findings showed that early adolescents with high and medium levels of PE
were the subgroups who benefited the most from the intervention, whereas the low-PE subgroup
was the most resistant. The present study confirms the relevance of considering temperament as a
moderator of intervention effects, since interventions tailored to early adolescents with specific traits
might yield larger effects.

Keywords: effectiveness; moderators; temperament; anti-bullying; subgroup analyses

1. Introduction

Evidence-based research about anti-bullying interventions needs to move beyond basic questions
related to anti-bullying intervention efficacy. The mechanisms through which ameliorative effects
may be exerted, the factors that alter the efficiency of the intervention within different subsamples,
and the identification of those who are most likely to benefit from a given intervention are relevant
research questions that need to be addressed. The modest effect size of reduction estimates found
in studies on the efficacy of anti-bullying interventions, as well as the existing variability between
studies and programs, suggests the need to pay more attention to potential moderators of the response
to these interventions. Identifying children and adolescents who do not respond to interventions is,
therefore, an important objective for tailoring more intensive selective and indicated programs which
meet the needs of non-responders. The present study aimed to evaluate whether specific subgroups
of early adolescents defined by their temperamental traits can be differently affected by a universal
school-based anti-bullying program.

School bullying increasingly became a topic of both public concern and research efforts.
The literature on the effectiveness of anti-bullying programs showed that they are effective in reducing
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bullying by 20% to 23%, and victimization by 17% to 20% [1]. These findings were substantially
confirmed by the recent update by Gaffney and colleagues [2]. Overall, although these percentages
correspond to a substantial amount of bullying prevention, the effect sizes are considered as small
(standardized mean difference (d) values ranging from 0.14 to 0.17). There is still much to understand
about why programs vary in effectiveness, and much to learn about improving prevention strategies
to optimize the effect size of prevention programs.

Prevention science also recommends the testing of moderation models to better understand
what works and for whom [3]. The importance of examining the consistency of intervention effects
across subgroups was incorporated into the standards of evidence for identifying effective prevention
programs adopted by the Society for Prevention Research [4,5]. In the literature on the effectiveness of
anti-bullying interventions, only a few studies focused on uncovering these individual moderating
factors, investigating the role of demographic characteristics (age and gender) [1,6,7], initial severity of
behaviors and symptoms [7,8], type of involvement in either bullying or victimization or both (i.e., pure
bullies, pure victims, or bully/victims) [9], and a general personality child trait called environmental
sensitivity [10].

In relation to gender moderation, studies showed mixed results, with some suggesting that gender
does not have a moderating effect on bullying and victimization decrease [7,11], and others reporting
boys obtaining higher results for bullying reduction compared to girls [6,10]. The stronger positive
effects on boys may be a consequence of boys’ initially higher scores on bullying and pro-bullying
behavior that make them suitable targets for the intervention to reduce bullying, assisting, and
reinforcing. Age is another variable showing contrasting moderating effects; greater reductions
in bullying were documented for younger children compared to their older counterparts [12–15].
Other studies reported no differences between age groups [7], and others [1] asserted that greater
intervention success can be attained when working with slightly older youths (age 11 or older).
The initial severity of the behaviors was found to be a significant moderator of the effectiveness
of anti-bullying programs. In agreement with the literature on other outcomes [8,16–19], those
most involved in problematic behaviors at the baseline level were those benefiting the most from
the intervention. The KiVa program was particularly effective in facilitating the perception of a
caring school environment for the students who were most victimized before the intervention, and
intervention effects on depression and self-esteem were strong only among the most victimized sixth
graders [8]. In the study on the ViSC Social Competence Program [7], youths with initially high levels
of aggressive behavior (including bullying) or victimization changed more in the respective variable
compared with initially not-so-involved youths. Another interesting individual moderator included
the involvement of children in both bullying and victimization roles. Specific subgroups of children
(e.g., bullies, victims, bully/victims) followed a different trend after the KiVa intervention. Yang
and Salmivalli [9] suggested that KiVa is effective in reducing the prevalence of bully/victims, and
these effects are comparable or even larger than the effects on pure bullies and pure victims. Finally,
an individual variable able to predict interindividual variability in the effectiveness estimates is a
general personality trait called environmental sensitivity, which is defined as the inherent ability to
perceive and process environmental stimuli [10]. A recent study showed that low-sensitivity children
seem to be relatively resistant to the program’s effects in relation to reducing victimization, and
low-sensitivity boys in relation to reducing internalizing behaviors. On the other side, highly sensitive
children were more responsive to the anti-bullying program in relation to a decrease in victimization
and on internalizing behaviors [10].

Environmental sensitivity may constitute a non-specific personality predictor for victimization.
In relation to bullying, more specific personality or temperamental traits could play a key role in
identifying children and adolescents who respond better or worse to the intervention.

However, studies are yet to investigate the moderating role of personality or temperament in
relation to anti-bullying prevention programs, and very few investigated this role in the more general
literature of externalizing behaviors. In particular, two studies conducted in the Netherlands showed
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that highly conscientious and highly agreeable juvenile delinquents [20], and highly conscientious and
low extroverted children [21] benefited most from interventions targeted at reducing externalizing
problems. These two studies showed that youth with a lower-risk personality profile for the
development of delinquency benefited most from the intervention.

The association between personality traits and bullying and victimization was analyzed in a
few studies [22–29]. Using the Eysenck Personality Inventory Junior, a study conducted in Ireland
reported heightened levels of psychoticism and modest increases in extroversion and neuroticism
among bullies [24]. Using the five-factor model, studies conducted in the United States (US) and in
Italy confirmed that victimization is associated with higher levels of neuroticism, and lower levels of
agreeableness and conscientiousness [22,26,28], and that bullying is associated with low agreeableness
and low conscientiousness [22,23,26,28]. In the Italian studies, bullying was also associated with
high levels of neuroticism [26,28]. Using the HEXACO Personality Inventory, Book et al. [23] found
that bullying was significantly negatively correlated with traits of honesty–humility, emotionality,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Finally, using the EATQ (Early Adolescent Temperament
Questionnaire), Terranova and colleagues [29] showed the role played by fear reactivity and effortful
control in bullying. Starting from these associations, we might expect differential effectiveness as a
function of effortful control and negative emotionality in reducing bullying and victimization.

Given the considerable variability in anti-bullying intervention effects, additional research is
required to identify the characteristics of the most responsive early adolescents. The issue of variation
in effectiveness based on subgroup membership is particularly relevant for the development of the
tiered framework in anti-bullying interventions. This model, including a universal, a selective, and
an indicated tier [16], is essential for tailoring interventions according to the risk profile of subgroups
of students.

Starting from these considerations, the current study evaluates whether the impact of the KiVa
anti-bullying program varied as a function of early adolescents’ temperament defined using the
three superordinate dimensions: effortful control (EC), negative emotionality (NE), and positive
emotionality (PE).

General recommendations for testing the moderation of the impact of an intervention proposed
by Supplee et al. [30] and Wang et al. [31] were followed. Results were based first on the test of the
heterogeneity of treatment effects, and secondly on subgroup analyses presented along with effect
estimates within each level of each baseline moderator. Subgroups were specified using an empirical
distribution: top 30%, medium 40%, and bottom 30%.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Participants of this study were part of a randomized controlled trial (RCT), which was not
associated to an ethical code because an ethical committee was not established in our University until
2016. At that time, we were requested to strictly adhere to the ethical code of the Italian Association of
Psychology. This RCT aimed at testing the effectiveness of the KiVa anti-bullying program in Italy,
involving 13 comprehensive schools located in three cities in Tuscany. A detailed description of the
trial design, and the recruitment and retention of participants in the RCT is reported in Nocentini
and Menesini [12]. Data were collected in two waves: September–October 2013 (T1: pre-treatment)
and May–June 2014 (T2: post-treatment). The sample included in this study is limited to secondary
schools because the EATQ questionnaire is not adequate for primary school and was used only
with the secondary subsample. In order to recruit children, parents were sent information letters
together with a consent form. In total, 94% of the target sample provided active consent for study
participation. Overall, 1052 early adolescents from grade 6 filled out the questionnaires at T1 and 984
at T2. The attrition is mainly explained by absences of some students at T2, randomly distributed in
the sample.
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2.2. Procedure

Data were collected in classrooms with paper/pencil questionnaires during school hours in two
waves, conducted by trained psychologists, researchers, and master students. The intervention took
place at schools after baseline data collection.

2.3. KiVa Intervention

KiVa is an intensive and systematic universal school-based anti-bullying program focused on
actions targeting individual children, classrooms, and schools. It was developed in the University of
Turku, Finland, and it was adapted to the Italian schools in 2013–2014. It is based on the participant
role model, where bullying is seen as a group process [32]. The intervention focuses on the bystanders’
reactions to a bullying situation; it aims to change their attitudes and behaviors, which assist and
reinforce the bully. KiVa aims to prevent bullying and victimization and to intervene in existing
bullying cases [32]. The prevention involves universal actions targeted at all students, which are
delivered through 10 student lessons taught by the teachers throughout the school year. Methods used
in the KiVa lessons are discussion, group work, role-play exercises, and short films about bullying, and
they aim to raise awareness of the role bystanders play in the bullying process, to increase empathy
toward the victim, and to provide students with safe strategies to support and defend their victimized
peers. Other universal components include school posters and information for parents. Furthermore,
more specific actions are targeted at students who were identified as targets or perpetrators of bullying.
Both universal and indicated actions are conducted by teachers and school personnel trained in the
KiVa program in two full-day face-to-face trainings and supervised in four to five meetings during
school. More information about the program and the Italian adaptation can be found in Nocentini and
Menesini [12].

2.4. Measures

The Florence Bullying–Victimization Scales (FBVS) [11] each consist of 14 items asking how often
respondents experience particular behaviors either as a perpetrator or victim (e.g., “I threatened
someone” for bullying, and “I was threatened” for victimization) during the past couple of months.
Each item is rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = “never” to 5 = “several times a week”.
The scales were presented after a definition of the constructs was presented. The FBVS scale showed
consistent psychometric properties [11,12]. Internal reliability for both scales at T1 and T2 ranged from
α = 0.82 to 0.86.

The Early Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire, Revised Short Form (EATQ-RSF) [33] was
administered at T1. EATQ-RSF contains 65 questions in a self-report form asking adolescents how
true each statement is for them. Response options for both forms used a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = “almost always untrue: to 5 = “almost always true”. The questionnaire measures
10 aspects of temperament (activation control, affiliation, attention, fear, frustration, high-intensity
pleasure, inhibitory control, perceptual sensitivity, pleasure sensitivity, and shyness). According to
the authors [34], for the present study, we used the classification based on the three superordinate
dimensions of temperament: (a) effortful control (EC; based on attention, activation control, and
inhibitory control), (b) negative emotionality (NE; based on fear, frustration, and shyness), and (c)
positive emotionality (PE; based on surgency, pleasure sensitivity, perceptual sensitivity, and affiliation).
All the subscales showed acceptable reliability coefficients: 0.71 for EC, 0.81 for NE, and 0.75 for PE.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Hypotheses were tested in SPSS (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) with linear mixed-effects models
(MIXED) with full-information maximum-likelihood (ML) estimation [35]. The analysis featured
a three-level (measurement occasion within individuals within schools) random-intercept model,
to account for within-subject and within-school correlations. Analyses were conducted in two
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steps. Firstly, we tested whether EATQ temperament subscales moderated the efficacy of the KiVa
program through the interaction time by group by temperament. The model tested the main effect of
time, group, the three temperamental traits, and all the two- and three-level interactions. Secondly,
significant moderation interactions (time by group by temperament) were followed up by creating
three subgroups: top 30%, medium 40%, and bottom 30%. Subgroup analyses included the following:
(a) using the same linear mixed-effect models, we tested the significance of the interaction treatment
condition by time separately for subgroups of high, medium, and lower levels of temperament trait.
These analyses yielded intervention effects indicating the improvement in the KiVa group relative to the
control group for each subgroup defined by a different level of the temperamental traits (moderator);
(b) a comparison of the effect sizes in the three subgroups separately. Effect size estimates from
pre-test, post-test, and control group designs were calculated following suggestions from Morris [36].
In particular, the results from the Morris study [36] favored an effect size based on the mean pre–post
change in the treatment group minus the mean pre–post change in the control group, divided by the
pooled pre-test standard deviation, according to the definition of Carlson and Schmidt [37].

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the outcome variables across time in both experimental and
control groups. As preliminary analyses, we confirmed the finding of the previous study conducted
with grade 4 and grade 6. A significant group-by-time interaction emerged for bullying (B = −0.014;
standard error (SE) = 0.004; p = 0.000) and victimization (B = −0.024; SE = 0.006; p = 0.000), with
children in the KiVa group displaying a decrease in bullying and victimization between T1 and T2,
whereas children in the control group displayed a significant increase in both variables. Effect sizes
estimated using all the information available from pre-test/post-test/control group designs were
calculated. The estimation of effect sizes was different as compared to the previous study [12]. In the
first effectiveness study, we used Cohen’s d comparing the intervention effects with the control schools
at T2. Specifically, Cohen’s d was calculated as the adjusted group mean difference divided by
unadjusted pooled within-group standard deviation. Results showed that, for victimization, the d
pre-test/post-test/control was 0.27, and for bullying the d pre-test/post-test/control was 0.25.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the behavioral outcomes: means (M) and standard deviations (SD).

Outcomes Data Collection
Middle School

Experimental M (SD) Control M (SD)

Victimization T1 (n = 1049) n = 533; 0.062 (0.096) n = 516; 0.056 (0.080)
T2 (n = 987) n = 494; 0.057 (0.073) n = 493; 0.075 (0.086)

Bullying T1 (n = 1045) n = 529; 0.032 (0.059) n = 516; 0.030 (0.050)
T2 (n = 986) n = 493; 0.029 (0.053) n = 493; 0.041 (0.063)

Notes: Differences in the number of subjects within the same time are due to missing data in the specific variable.
Means and standard deviations are based on subjects with full information available used in the analysis.

3.2. Temperamental Moderation of Treatment Effects

Significant findings of the linear mixed models aimed at evaluating the moderation effect of
temperament subscales are presented in Table 2 for both bullying and victimization outcomes. Findings
showed that the trend of bullying across time is dependent on the experimental condition (KiVa vs.
control) interacting with the level of effortful control and negative affectivity. Furthermore, the trend
of victimization across time is dependent on the experimental condition (KiVa vs. control) interacting
with the level of positive emotion.

132



IJERPH 2019, 16, 388

Table 2. Mixed model predicting the moderating role of effortful control (EC), negative emotionality
(NE), and positive emotionality (PE) on bullying and victimization outcomes.

Predictor
Outcome: Bullying Outcome: Victimization

B (SE) p B (SE) p

Intercept 0.093 (0.022) 0.000 0.065 (0.032) 0.040
Time −0.018 (0.025) 0.445 0.029 (0.037) 0.424

Group 0.087 (0.032) 0.006 −0.034 (0.045) 0.449
EC −0.007 (0.002) 0.000 −0.005 (0.002) 0.028
NE 0.001 (0.001) 0.202 0.005 (0.002) 0.002
PE 0.000 (0.001) 0.772 −0.001 (0.002) 0.466

Time × group −0.062 (0.035) 0.073 −0.014 (0.053) 0.791
EC × time 0.000 (0.002) 0.741 −0.002 (0.003) 0.460
NE × time −0.003 (0.001) 0.010 −0.002 (0.002) 0.233
PE × time 0.003(0.001) 0.006 0.001 (0.002) 0.516

EC × group −0.006(0.002) 0.004 −0.001(0.003) 0.712
NE × group −0.003 (0.001) 0.010 0.000 (0.003) 0.830
PE × group 0.002(0.002) 0.218 0.005(0.002) 0.050

Time × EC × group 0.005 (0.002) 0.039 0.006 (0.004) 0.080
Time × NE × group 0.004 (0.002) 0.046 −0.002 (0.003) 0.611
Time × PE × group −0.003 (0.002) 0.127 −0.005 (0.002) 0.049

Residual variance 0.002 (0.000) 0.000 0.004 (0.000) 0.000
Subjects: random intercept 0.001 (0.000) 0.000 0.002 (0.000) 0.000
Schools: random intercept 0.000 (0.000) 0.126 0.000 (0.000) 0.188

Note: Boldface type indicates statistically significant results (p < 0.05) from the deviance tests for fixed effects and
from the Wald tests for random effects.

3.3. Bullying Outcome: Follow-Up Analyses of High, Medium, and Low Effortful Control Levels

A significant interaction (group by time) was found in the high-EC (B = −0.0121; SE = 0.005;
p = 0.020) and medium-EC (B = −0.0120; SE = 0.005; p = 0.026) subgroups, while a trend was found
in the low-EC subgroup (B = −0.018; SE = 0.009; p = 0.060). As we can see from Table 3 and from
Figure 1, the highest effect size was found in the high-EC group, where the KiVa group showed a
decreasing trend over time, and the control group showed an increase over time. The same trend was
found for the medium group, although with a lower effect size. The result of the low-EC subgroup was
interesting; the KiVa group showed an increase over time, but this was very small as compared to the
large increase in bullying over time in the low-EC participants in the control group. Thus, comparing
the trend over time of KiVa and the control group within this subgroup, the effect size showed a
considerable estimate, although the KiVa group did not show a significant decrease over time.

Table 3. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) estimates from pre-test/post-test/control group designs in each
temperamental subgroup.

Subgroup d Pre-Test/Post-Test/Control

High effortful control 0.30
Medium effortful control 0.22

Low effortful control 0.24

High negative emotionality 0.09
Medium negative emotionality 0.28

Low negative emotionality 0.30

High positive emotionality 0.35
Medium positive emotionality 0.48

Low positive emotionality 0.01

Notes: The effect size is based on the mean pre–post change in the treatment group minus the mean pre–post change
in the control group, divided by the pooled pre-test standard deviation (see Morris, 2008).

133



IJERPH 2019, 16, 388

 
Figure 1. Bullying across time distinguishing between control and KiVa groups, and high, medium,
and low levels of effortful control.

3.4. Bullying Outcome: Follow-Up Analyses for High, Medium, and Low Negative Emotionality

Significant interactions (group by time) were found in the low-NE (B = −0.016; SE = 0.007;
p = 0.030) and medium-NE (B = −0.016; SE = 0.006; p = 0.010) subgroups, but not in the high-NE
subgroup (B = 0.006; SE = 0.006; p = 0.379). This means that the treatment had an effect, compared
to the control group, only in the low- and medium-NE subgroups. As we can see from Table 3 and
Figure 2, the highest effect size was found for the low-NE subgroup, where the KiVa group showed a
decreasing trend over time and the control group showed an increase over time. The same trend was
found in the medium group, although with a smaller effect. Within the high-NE subgroup, the effect
size comparing the trend across time of the experimental and control groups was very small, because,
in both groups, these early adolescents considerably increased their level of bullying.

 
Figure 2. Bullying across time distinguishing between control and KiVa groups, and high, medium,
and low levels of negative emotionality.
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3.5. Victimization Outcome: Follow-Up Analyses for High, Medium, and Low Positive Emotionality

Significant interactions (group by time) were found in the high-PE (B = −0.032; SE = 0.011;
p = 0.007) and medium-PE (B = −0.042; SE = 0.009; p = 0.000) subgroups, but not in the low-PE
subgroup (B = −0.000; SE = 0.012; p = 0.977). This means that the treatment had an effect, compared
to the control group, only in the high- and medium-PE subgroups. As we can see from Table 3 and
Figure 3, the highest effect was found for the medium-PE and the high-PE subgroups, where the KiVa
group showed a decreasing trend over time and the control group showed an increase over time.
The effect size within the low-PE subgroup was close to 0, because, in both experimental and control
groups, these young adolescents increased their level of victimization.

 

Figure 3. Victimization across time distinguishing between control and KiVa groups, and high, medium,
and low levels of positive emotionality.

4. Discussion

The present study suggests that specific subgroups of early adolescents defined by their
temperament are able to benefit most from the KiVa anti-bullying intervention, while others are
more resistant to the beneficial effect of this experience. In particular, young adolescents with high
levels of effortful control, and with low and medium levels of negative emotionality are the subgroups
who benefit the most from the intervention in the reduction of bullying, whereas the high-NE subgroup
is the most resistant. In the low-EC subgroup (a subgroup at high risk for bullying), although bullying
did not decrease over time, the KiVa intervention altered the normative strong increase in bullying
over time found in the control condition, with a considerable effect size. In relation to victimization,
findings showed that early adolescents with high and medium levels of positive emotionality are
the subgroups who benefit most from the intervention in the reduction of victimization, whereas the
low-PE subgroup is the most resistant.

Findings related to the bullying outcome highlighted that the most responsive early adolescents to
a universal anti-bullying intervention are those high in EC; they are able to regulate negative emotions
and behaviors in the context of stressful interpersonal interactions, to employ flexible and effective
coping strategies to modulate high levels of emotional reactivity, and/or to activate appropriate
responses in light of changing task demands. On the other hand, the most resistant adolescents high in
NE present dysregulated expression of negative affect, a high level of affective reactivity, an increased
sensitivity to threat and vigilance for negative cues, and attentional bias to threatening emotional
information, fear, anxiety, and threat-based reactive aggressions.

135



IJERPH 2019, 16, 388

We had interesting findings in relation to the low-EC and high-NE subgroups, both potentially
more at risk of bullying perpetration. The subgroup with high NE was not able to benefit from the
universal anti-bullying program. On the other hand, the subgroup with low EC was affected by the
program, even more than the medium-EC subgroup (see the comparison with the control group),
but intervention dosage was not sufficient to decrease their level of bullying. These findings give
relevant suggestions for planning selected or indicated actions. Firstly, anti-bullying programs such
as KiVa are able to reduce bullying based on emotion regulation difficulties, but this is not enough
for individuals with a low level of EC; for those individuals, a more intensive module on emotion
regulation seems necessary. Moreover, anti-bullying programs such as KiVa are not able to reduce
bullying when high levels of NE are present. The study confirmed that the NE trait is the most
severe personality risk factor, because the subgroup with high NE did not respond to the intervention.
This is in line with previous literature where high NE was found to be correlated with mental and
physical health problems to a greater extent in comparison to other personality traits [38]. Perhaps,
for these adolescents, a more intensive module which attempts to reduce high levels of NE in order to
indirectly reduce risk for bullying would be more appropriate. Adaptations of cognitive and behavioral
interventions, such as those developed for stress management, or to prevent anxiety disorders and
depression, might be more effective in improving this dimension (e.g., for a review, see Lahey) [38].
Decreasing levels of depression and anxiety may be favorable to reduce factors triggering situations in
which aggressive confrontations and bullying are likely to arise. Self-regulatory abilities may moderate
the impact of NE, providing children with the capability to modulate and cope with emotionality.
Increasing self-regulation may enhance children’s ability to be more flexible or competent in dealing
with stressors that provoke negative emotions.

Findings related to the victimization outcome supported a previous study where boys scoring
high in environmental sensitivity benefited the most from the effects of the KiVa intervention in terms
of reduced victimization scores and internalizing symptoms, but not bullying. In contrast, boys with
low sensitivity did not respond to treatment at all [10]. Positive emotionality is a broad construct
also involving a general sensitivity trait, and it overlaps with constructs such as extraversion and
behavioral activation [39]. Thus, the findings of the present study, where the subgroup of low PE
did not respond to the universal anti-bullying program, support previous findings where a specific
measure of sensory-processing sensitivity was used [10].

To summarize, the subgroups most resistant to the KiVa universal anti-bullying intervention are
high NE for bullying—but not low EC—and low PE for victimization. One possible explanation is
the fact that the KiVa program addressed the vulnerability of the low-EC adolescents’ profile through
specific activities, but not the vulnerability of the high-NE and low-PE subgroups. More specific
components covering these aspects are needed if we want anti-bullying interventions to be able to
address bullying and victimization in these high-risk subgroups of early adolescents as well.

Limitations and Future Studies

The current study presents some limitations. Firstly, we relied on self-report data for the evaluation
of bullying and victimization and of temperament, which raises the probability of reporter bias.
Secondly, the effect sizes in the current study ranged from 0.09 to 0.30, representing a small effect size.
However, we need to specify that these are the effects of a universal program on subgroups. The effect
sizes are typically smaller in universal prevention studies than in more indicated interventions, and the
effect sizes in effectiveness studies are also typically smaller than in efficacy studies [4]. Thirdly, other
relevant moderators should be considered in a more articulated design assessing the moderation effect
of different types of variables, such as socio-demographic, temperamental, individual, and contextual
variables. Fourthly, the findings of the current study could be specific for Italian culture and cannot
be generalized to other countries. Further research should also be focused on interesting research
questions such as whether temperament interacts with the “pure condition” (bully or victim) or the
double role (bully/victim). Moreover, this study evaluated the moderation of temperament on the
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effectiveness of a universal anti-bullying program. Finally, future studies could evaluate whether
temperament is also able to moderate the effectiveness of selective and indicated actions devoted to
the decrease of bullying and victimization, contributing to Tier 2 and Tier 3 as well.

5. Conclusions

Despite these limitations, the present study moved beyond merely examining the average
treatment effect by identifying which part of the distribution is most affected by the intervention, and
by giving suggestions for future targeting and program roll-out. The analyses used in this study were
able to account for the nested design, using a subject and school random effect. Furthermore, the test
of moderation effects in a single model without conducting multiple moderation tests, as well as the
subgroups analyses conducted following the most recent literature [17,30], represents a strength of the
current study.

The identification of non-responders to the universal anti-bullying interventions has relevant
implications because of their impact on Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions. Overall, the current study
showed that high-NE and low-PE early adolescents are more resistant to the intervention. Maybe these
subgroups need a longer intervention or an intervention with a more intense dosage or with a different
component (Tier 2 and Tier 3). The higher the number of students responding to the universal (Tier 1)
preventive interventions is, the lower the number of students to be involved in advanced tier supports
(Tier 2 and Tier 3) will be. Given that students involved in Tier 2 and Tier 3 for bullying prevention are
at increased risk for future psychological, social, and school consequences, providing better universal
prevention that meets the needs of high-risk early adolescents is crucial.
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Abstract: Anti-bullying policies and interventions are the main approach addressing bullying
behaviours in Australian schools. However, the evidence supporting these approaches is inconsistent
and its theoretical underpinning may be problematic. The current study examined the effects of a
martial arts based psycho-social intervention on participants’ ratings of resilience and self-efficacy,
delivered as a randomised controlled trial to 283 secondary school students. Results found a
consistent pattern for strengths-based wellbeing outcomes. All measures relating to resilience and
self-efficacy improved for the intervention group, whereas results declined for the control group.
These findings suggest that a martial arts based psycho-social intervention may be an efficacious
method of improving wellbeing outcomes including resilience and self-efficacy. The study proposes
utilising alternatives to the anti-bullying approach and that interventions should be aimed towards
helping individuals develop strengths and cope more effectively, which has specific relevance to
bullying and more generalised importance to positive mental health.

Keywords: bullying; martial arts; mental health; resilience; self-efficacy; wellbeing

1. Introduction

Bullying is a complex and controversial subject that receives frequent media and academic
attention. However, there is no standard definition of bullying [1–3], and definitions inclusive of all
bullying behaviours are difficult to establish [4]. Bullying behaviours can occur directly and indirectly;
and include verbal, physical, and/or relational characteristics. Research suggests bullying can be
defined as: (a) a type of aggression [5], (b) systematic and repeated [6], and (c) based upon an imbalance
of power [7,8].

Anti-bullying policies and interventions are the main approach addressing bullying behaviours
in Australian schools [9]. However, the evidence supporting these approaches is indeterminate (for
example: [1,10,11]) and their theoretical underpinnings are problematic [4,5].

Examining Australian state and territory educational policies and related documents suggests
there is a relatively consistent approach to bullying policy across Australia. While education is
primarily a state and territory responsibility in Australia, there has been a collaborative approach to
addressing bullying across Australian education jurisdictions. For example, the Bullying. No way!
website [9] is a collaborative product of the Australian Government’s (AG) Department of Education,
the state and territory government education departments, the National Catholic Education
Commission, and the Independent Schools Council of Australia. This consistency is also due to
school-based anti-bullying interventions being the main strategy addressing bullying behaviours [12].
Table 1 lists key policies across Australia, and Table 2 provides details of the characteristics of
anti-bullying programs across Australian education jurisdictions.
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Table 1. Australian educational bullying policy and associated documents.

Education
Jurisdiction

Bullying Policy
Accessible Online

Policy Document Title

ACT (Territory) Yes Safe and supportive schools policy [13]
AG (Federal) No a Disability Discrimination Act 1992 [14]

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (HREOC) Act 1986 [15]
Racial Discrimination Act 1975 [16]
Racial Hatred Act 1995 [17]
Sex Discrimination Act 1984 [18]

NSW (State) Yes Bullying of students—Prevention and
response policy [19]

NT (Territory) Limited Health and wellbeing of students: Bullying,
cyberbullying and cybersafety [20]

QLD (State) Yes Preventing bullying and violence [21]
SA (State) Limited Keeping children safe from bullying [22]
TAS (State) No n/a
VIC (State) Yes School Policy—Bullying [23]
WA (State) Yes Guidelines for preventing and managing

bullying in schools [24]

Note. ACT: Australian Capital Territory, AG: Australian Government, NSW: New South Wales, NT: Northern
Territory, QLD: Queensland, SA: South Australia, TAS: Tasmania, VIC: Victoria, WA: Western Australia. a While
there is no specific Federal policy regarding school bullying the listed Federal legislation is relevant to this area.

As indicated by Table 2, Australian anti-bullying policies have relatively consistent characteristics.
Policies typically define bullying as: (a) involving the misuse of power in a relationship, (b) ongoing
and repeated behaviour, and (c) involving behaviours intended to cause harm [9]. It is important to
consider differences between the former (research oriented) and latter (policy oriented) definitions of
bullying. First, the latter definition omits the notion that bullying is a form of aggression [5]. Second,
while the issue of power is noted in the latter definition, the meaning of this is moderated by including
the term misuse. Third, the latter definition includes a focus on intent and harm causation. While
this issue is not excluded from the former definition, its use in the latter frames the way bullying is
conceptualised in terms of victims and perpetrators of bullying.

In response to these definitions, anti-bullying interventions typically fall into several categories.
These include behavioural rule-based, non-punitive, social-emotional learning, and student
intervention approaches. Policies typically mandate schools have official bullying or anti-bullying
plans but suggest a flexible approach to implementation. Consequently, while policy and associated
documents suggest a variety of strategies, it is difficult to know what anti-bullying actions are enacted
at the school level.
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1.1. The Failure of Anti-Bullying Policy

Anti-bullying literature frequently claims substantial empirical support to address bullying [1,25].
However, these claims should be viewed with caution. Case in point, a meta-analysis published by the
Australian Government’s Attorney General’s Department reported that “with several exceptions . . . the
outcomes from the evaluations reviewed were . . . positive in reducing overall bullying behaviour” [1]
(p. 2). Despite Rigby’s [1] assertion that research shows bullying behaviours among school children
can be “significantly reduced” (p. 1), this is not wholly supported by the evidence presented in the
meta-analysis. Notably, of the 13 studies reviewed by the meta-analysis three studies reported no
change and six studies cited increased bullying behaviour post-intervention.

Evidence provided by other meta-analyses vary considerably in the level of support they provide
for the efficacy of anti-bullying approaches. Ttofi and Farrington [11], reported that anti-bullying
programs reduced bullying behaviours by an average of 20–23 per cent; and Jiménez-Barbero,
Ruiz-Hernández, Llor-Zaragoza, Pérez-García, and Llor-Esteban [26] reported that anti-bullying
programs resulted in significant reductions in the frequency of bullying behaviours. By contrast,
Merrell, Gueldner, Ross and Isava [10] reported mixed results regarding anti-bullying programs
changing rates of bullying; and Smith, Schneider, Smith and Ananiadau [27] reported that only a small
number of programs produced positive outcomes regarding bullying and victimisation. Despite claims
of substantial empirical support, the evidence to date is largely inconclusive.

The published meta-analyses raise another issue regarding anti-bullying policy and interventions
to-date. It appears that the construct has become so broad that included studies contain almost
any program that mentions bullying as a potential outcome variable. This leads to complicated
methodologies and instruments being applied and it is therefore unsurprising that research to-date
has not established what elements of anti-bullying strategies are crucial for reducing bullying
behaviours [1]. Nonetheless, Farrington and Ttofi’s [12] meta-analysis suggested that several
anti-bullying strategies appear to be associated with decreased bullying. The most important of these
being disciplinary methods including using explicit consequences regarding bullying, followed by
parent training and meetings, and the duration and intensity of bullying programs.

1.2. An Evolutionary Perspective of Bullying

Bullying is a complex phenomenon that resists simple solutions [9]. Consequently, it is important
to consider the narrative underpinning the anti-bullying approach to understand why the evidence
regarding anti-bullying programs is inconclusive. As noted, anti-bullying policies typically omit
the notion that bullying is a form of aggression [5] from their definitions. Aggression can be
conceptualised as an exercise of power and relational power imbalances are critical to understanding
bullying behaviours [28]. While anti-bullying literature proposed that bullying involves the abuse and
exploitation of power [3,8], an evolutionary psychology perspective explores the use of power and
rationalises why power imbalances exist.

Evolutionary psychology proposes that behaviours exist because they are adaptive [28].
Consequently, it is important to consider the adaptive nature of bullying, which appears to be a
ubiquitous human behaviour [3,4]. Social dominance theory proposed that bullying can be used as
a strategy to establish and maintain social dominance which facilitates access to valued resources,
and can be understood in terms of the costs and benefits associated with using aggression [5]. It appears
that many of the strategies used by the anti-bullying approach attempt to shift the relational balance
of power without accounting for an evolutionary understanding of bullying behaviour. This occurs
across behavioural, non-punitive, and student intervention anti-bullying strategies.

Bystander intervention has been identified as a “core tenant” of anti-bullying programs [29]
(pp. 31–32), and involves shifting bystanders to become “active defenders of bullied students” [25]
(p. 8). This approach can be interpreted as attempting to change the relational balance of power and
may be a conceptually optimistic strategy. Research regarding the bystander effect was developed due
to the observation that bystanders are unlikely to help others [30]. Latane and Darley [30] suggested
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that there are many factors that inhibit helping and make bystander intervention less likely including
bystanders noticing that something is happening, interpreting the event and deciding something is
wrong, assuming personal responsibility for helping, and deciding how to help.

1.3. Resilience and Bullying

Resilience is a complex construct [31] that is often defined as the attainment of positive outcomes
despite significant adversity, risk, or stress [32,33]. This is evident in the varying operational definitions
of resilience which include hardiness, optimism, competence, self-esteem, social-skills, achievement,
and absence of pathology in the face of adversity [34]. Resilience can be conceptualised as a multi-level
construct that includes: (a) protective processes, (b) the interaction of protection and risks, and (c)
conceptual tools used in predictive models [35]. Examining resilience in terms of protective factors
offers a viable means of measuring the construct [36] and recent research has suggested specific
resilience factors may have greater efficacy in developing resilience based approaches to bullying [37].

Generally, the research examining the relationship between resilience and bullying is limited.
Positively, students who reported higher levels of resilience were found to be less likely to engage in
bullying behaviours or be victims of bullying [38]. Resilience towards bullying behaviours appeared
to improve when individuals could disclose their experiences to a peer or family member [39] which
is supported by research finding family factors, such as warm relationships and positive home
environments were associated with greater resilience to bullying [40]. Resilience programs that
improved social skills also appeared to decrease bullying behaviours [41]. Greater resilience and
self-efficacy to bullying was reported as correlating with students completing an adventure based
anti-bullying initiative [42], however the study reported weak correlations (ranging from r = 0.25 to
r = 0.26) to support its claims.

A recent study by Moore and Woodcock [28] examining the mental health impacts of bullying
considered resilience from a factorial perspective and conceptualised resilience as incorporating a sense
of mastery, relatedness to others, and emotional reactivity. The study found higher levels of mastery
and relatedness were a protective factor regarding depression, lower levels of emotional reactivity
were a protective factor regarding depression and anxiety, and that higher levels of emotional reactivity
were associated with an increased likelihood of bullying and being a victim of bullying behaviours.
In a follow-up study, Moore and Woodcock [37] examined the resilience sub-scales underpinning
these factors and found a pattern of effect sizes that suggested the sub-scale factors optimism, trust,
tolerance, sensitivity and impairment may be more important for developing efficacious interventions
that promote resilience to the effects of bullying.

1.4. Martial Arts Based Therapeutic Intervention and Developing Wellbeing

Martial arts are an ancient human behaviour which are often associated with promoting
psychological benefits such as increased well-being, self-esteem and confidence [43]. The term martial
arts are often used to describe many of the combat arts that developed in Eastern cultures [44] and
martial arts participation exhibited substantial growth during the 20th century [45]. Perceptions of the
martial arts are mixed [46]. The views range from martial arts promoting psychological benefits [43] to
the assumption that martial arts training results in negative socialization processes such as increased
aggression and hostility [46]. The focus of existing research has examined the physical aspects of
martial arts training, such as health benefits and injuries resulting from martial arts practice [44].
Few studies have examined whether martial arts training can address mental health problems or
promote mental health and wellbeing.

In a recent meta-analysis Moore, Dudley and Woodcock [47] reported that martial arts training had
a positive effect on mental health outcomes. The analysis found that martial arts training had a small
effect size regarding increasing wellbeing, and medium effect size regarding reducing internalising
mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression. Several studies have reported martial arts training
promoted characteristics associated with wellbeing. For example, a study examining a six-month
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taekwondo program reported increased self-esteem following the intervention [48]; while another
found that participants reported higher self-concept compared to a comparison group after studying
taekwondo for eight weeks [49]. Similarly, several studies reported that martial arts training reduced
the symptoms associated with anxiety and depression. For example, karate students have been
reported as being less prone to depression compared to reported norms for male college students [50];
and training in tai-chi reduced anxiety and depression compared to a non-treatment condition [51].
However, studies examining the psychological effects of martial arts training exhibit significant
methodological problems that limit the generalisability of findings [46,52]. These include theoretical
problems such as conceptual and definitional issues; and research design problems including a reliance
on cross-sectional designs, small sample sizes, self-selection effects, limited use of follow-up measures,
and not accounting for gender differences.

1.5. Bullying and a Martial Arts Based Psycho-Social Intervention

This study proposes an evolutionary perspective of bullying and considers the term bullying as
a synonym for power imbalances in relationships. If it is assumed that bullying behaviours have an
adaptive function, it may be optimistic to believe that bullying behaviours can be systemically modified.

An alternative approach could involve more generalised interventions promoting mental health
through developing strengths, wellbeing and the ability to cope. Martial arts training can be
conceptualised as a sports-based mental health intervention, where sport provides “the hook” [53]
(p. 124) with which to deliver psycho-social interventions. Given its emphasis on respect, self-regulation
and health promotion, martial arts training may be efficacious alternative to the anti-bullying approach.
However, the efficacy of martial arts based interventions has received little research attention [54].
This study examined a martial arts based intervention using a randomised controlled trial design,
and considered whether this type of sports-based psycho-social approach has the potential to improve
participants’ ratings of resilience and self-efficacy.

1.6. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the bipartite martial arts model. Research
examining the effects of martial arts training on mental health outcomes has typically used a bipartite
model [55] which distinguishes between traditional and modern martial arts practice. This model
assumes that the martial arts can be classified according to various criteria. The distinction between
traditional and modern martial arts is based upon whether mediation, patterns practice and ethical and
philosophical teachings are included (traditional martial arts) or excluded (modern martial arts) [56].
Traditional martial arts emphasize the non-aggressive aspects of martial arts, whereas modern martial
arts typically emphasize competition and aggression [57]. The study is based on a traditional martial
arts perspective.

1.7. Research Questions

Based on the literature review including identified gaps, methodological issues, and theoretical
orientation; the following questions are proposed for investigation:

1. How does participation in a 10-week martial arts based intervention affect mental health factors,
including resilience and self-efficacy?; and,

2. What is the relationship of mental health factors, including resilience and self-efficacy:

a) before a 10-week martial based intervention (pre-intervention)?
b) immediately after a 10-week martial based intervention (post-intervention)? and,
c) three months after a 10-week martial based intervention (follow-up)?
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Design

The study was a 10-week secondary school-based intervention that has been evaluated using a
randomised controlled trial. Ethics approval for the study was obtained from an Australian University
Human Research Ethics Committee. The study was registered with the Australian and New Zealand
Clinical Trials Registry (ACTRN12618001405202). Additionally, the study protocol was also reviewed
externally by school psychologists employed by the NSW Department of Education.

The researchers conducted pre-intervention (baseline) assessments at participating schools
after the initial recruitment process. Following pre-intervention assessments and randomisation,
the intervention group received the intervention program after which post-intervention assessment
was conducted. At the time of writing this article results from the planned 12-week post-intervention
(follow-up) assessment were not available. The control group received the same intervention program
after the first post-intervention assessment. The design, conduct and reporting of this study adhered to
the Consolidation Standards of Reporting Trials (CONSORT) guidelines for a randomised controlled
trial [58]. Participants and caregivers provided written informed consent.

2.2. Participants

Two hundred and eighty-three (N = 283) students from five secondary schools in NSW, Australia
were recruited to participate in the study. Participants had an age range of 12 to 14 years (M = 12.76,
SD = 0.68) and were recruited from grade 7 (n = 192) and grade 8 (n = 91) at participating schools.
One hundred and forty-three females and 136 males participated in the program. Four participants
did not identify their biological sex. The socio-economic status of participants was reported as high
(n = 70), high average (n = 85), low average (n = 49), and low (n = 78). The cultural background of the
sample was predominantly reported as Australian (n = 251). Other reported cultural backgrounds
included Aboriginal (n = 2), African (n = 1), Arabic (n = 1), Asian (n = 14), European (n = 3), and Pacific
(n = 8). Two hundred and forty-one (N = 241) participants completed the post-intervention assessment.
Of the 42 drop-outs from the study 20 participants chose to discontinue participation, 13 participants
changed schools, and nine participants did not complete the assessment for unknown reasons.

Power calculations were conducted to determine the sample size required to detect changes in
resilience and self-efficacy outcomes resulting from martial arts training. Statistical power calculations
assumed baseline-post-test expected effect size gains of d = 0.3, and were based on 90% power
with alpha levels set at p < 0.05. The minimum completion sample size was calculated as N = 234.
As participant drop-out rates of 20% are common in randomised controlled trials [59] the maximum
proposed sample size was N = 293.

2.3. Intervention Program

The intervention was delivered in a face-to-face group format onsite at participating schools.
The intervention dose was 10 × 50 min sessions, once per week for 10 weeks. Each intervention session
included:

(a) Psycho-education—based on facilitator guided group discussion. Topics included respect,
goal-setting, self-concept and self-esteem, courage, resilience, bullying and peer pressure, self-care
and caring for others, values, and, optimism and hope;

(b) Warm up activities—basic exercises including jogging, star jumps, push ups, and sit ups;
(c) Stretching activities—a variety of stretching activities were used during the program including

hamstring stretch, triceps stretch, figure four stretch, butterfly stretch, lunging hip flexor stretch,
knee to chest stretch, and standing quad stretch; and,

(d) Technical martial arts practice—including stances, blocks, punching, and kicking.
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Additionally, the following activities were alternated during the program:

(e) Patterns practice—a pattern is a choreographed sequence of movements consisting of
combinations of blocks, punches and kicks, performed as though defending against
imaginary opponents;

(f) Sparring—an activity based on the tai-chi sticking hands exercise was included as an alternative
to traditional martial arts sparring; and,

(g) Meditation—based on breath focusing exercise.

It should be noted that aggressive physical contact was not part of the intervention program.
The intervention was delivered by a (1) registered psychologist with minimum 6 years of experience,
and (2) 2nd Dan/level black-belt taekwondo instructor with minimum 5 years of experience.

2.4. Instruments

Evaluation of the intervention program involved a variety of standardised psychometric
instruments to report on mental health related outcomes. Instruments included the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) [60], Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM-28) [61], and the
Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Children (SEQ-C) [62].

The SDQ is a 25-item instrument that measures various aspects of children’s and adolescents’
behaviour. The scale provided a total problems scale and five subscales including an emotional scale,
conduct scale, hyperactivity-inattention scale, peer problems scale, and a prosocial behaviour scale.
The English language self-report version of the scale was used which has a good internal consistency
(0.76) [63] and good convergent validity. Items are scored on a 3-point Likert scale with 0 = not true,
1 = somewhat true, and 2 = certainly true. An example of SDQ items include: (1) I have one good
friend or more, and (2) I am kind to younger children.

The CYRM-28 is a 28-item instrument that measures various aspects of children’s and adolescents’
resilience. The scale provided a total resilience scale and three subscales including an individual
capacities and resources scale, relationship with primary caregiver scale, and contextual factors scale.
The self-report version of the scale was used which has good internal consistency (.66 to .81) [64]
and good construct validity. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale with 0 = not at all, 1 = a little,
2 = somewhat, 3 = quite a bit, and 4 = a lot. An example of CYRM-28 items include: (1) I have people I
look up to, and (2) I feel supported by my friends.

The SEQ-C is a 24-item instrument that measures various aspects of children’s and adolescents’
self-efficacy. The scale provided a total self-efficacy scale and three subscales including an academic
self-efficacy scale, a social self-efficacy scale, and an emotional self-efficacy scale. The SEQ-C scales
have good internal consistency (>0.70) [65]. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale with 0 = not
at all, 1 = a little, 2 = somewhat, 3 = quite a bit, and 4 = very well. An example of SEQ-C items
include: (1) How well can you become friends with other children? and (2) How well can you control
your feeling?.

2.5. Data Collection

The sampling plan utilised a randomised controlled sample to generate data for the study.
All eligible government or catholic secondary schools in an urban area of New South Wales, Australia
(n = 140) were sent an initial email with an invitation to participate in the study. Schools that responded
to the initial email were pooled and received a follow up call in random order from the project
researchers to discuss their participation. The first five schools that demonstrated interest were then
recruited into the study.

All students enrolled in grades 7 and 8 (target age range 12–14 years) at participating schools
were invited to participate in the study. Participant and caregiver information and consent forms were
provided to students. Two follow-up letters were subsequently sent at two week intervals. Students
who responded to the invitation were pooled and randomly allocated into the study, or not included
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in the study. Concurrent martial arts training were exclusion criteria for participation in the study,
however previous experience of martial arts training was not an exclusion criterion.

Data was collected at pre-intervention (baseline), post-intervention, and 12-week post-intervention
(follow-up). Randomisation into intervention and control group occurred after pre-intervention
assessments. A simple computer algorithm was used to randomly allocate participants into
intervention or control groups. The researchers were blinded to this randomisation of intervention
and control group allocations.

During data collection participants were withdrawn from regular classes in small groups
(pre-intervention), or the groups in which they completed the program (post-intervention).
This enabled the researchers to explain, monitor and provide assistance while participants completed
the survey. Participants were reminded that the survey was confidential and that they could
discontinue the survey at any point. Instructions given to participants included: (a) an explanation of
rating scales, and (b) how to make corrections if necessary. Surveys were then given to participants.
Upon completion participants placed the survey into a locked box to ensure confidentiality.

2.6. Data Analysis

Statistical analysis of the psychometric test data was conducted using Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences version 25 (IBM SPSS Statistics, Chicago, IL, USA) and alpha levels were set at p < 0.05.

The collected psychometric test data was consolidated into subscale variables using factor
analysis and the internal consistency of each variable was examined to determine reliability. This was
completed for pre-intervention and post-intervention measures. Table 3 reports pre-intervention
and post-intervention internal consistency for the SDQ, CYRM-28 and SEQ-C. During factor analysis
the SDQ converged in four factors (the conduct subscale and attention subscale converged in one
factor which was renamed behaviour problems). For the emotional problems subscale item 6 did not
converge across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis and was discarded from the
study. Internal consistency for the emotional problems scale was good. For the behaviour problems
subscale items 12 and 22 did not converge across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis
and were discarded from the study. Internal consistency for the behaviour problems scale was good.
For the peer problems subscale items 12, 14 and 19 did not converge across pre-intervention and
post-intervention factor analysis and were discarded from the study. Internal consistency for the peer
problems scale was poor and the subscale was discarded from the study. All items converged for the
prosocial behaviour subscale across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis, however
internal consistency for the prosocial behaviour scale was poor and the scale was discarded from the
study. The internal consistency for the SDQ total problems scale was good across pre-intervention and
post-intervention factor analysis.

Table 3. Internal consistency for SDQ, CYRM-28 and SEQ-C across pre-intervention and
post-intervention measures.

Measure Scale Pre-Intervention α Post-Intervention α

SDQ Emotional problems 0.72 0.73
Behaviour problems 0.81 0.81

Peer problems 0.18 0.12
Prosocial behaviour 0.50 0.45

Total problems 0.72 0.76
CYRM-28 Individual capacities and resources 0.85 0.89

Relationship with primary carer 0.80 0.81
Contextual factors 0.73 0.74

Total resilience 0.89 0.91
SEQ-C Academic self-efficacy 0.83 0.84

Social self-efficacy 0.78 0.82
Emotional self-efficacy 0.81 0.85

Total self-efficacy 0.89 0.91
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During factor analysis the CYRM-28 converged in three factors. For the individual capacities and
resources subscale all factors converged across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis,
and internal consistency for the scale was good. For the relationship with primary caregiver subscale
all factors converged across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis, and internal
consistency for the scale was good. For the contextual factors subscale all factors converged across
pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis, and internal consistency for the scale was good.
The internal consistency for the CYRM-28 total resilience scale was good across pre-intervention and
post-intervention factor analysis.

During factor analysis the SEQ-C converged in three factors. For the academic self-efficacy
subscale all factors converged across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis,
and internal consistency for the scale was good. For the social self-efficacy subscale all factors
converged across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis, and internal consistency
for the scale was good. For the emotional self-efficacy subscale item 8 did not converge across
pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis and was discarded from the study. Internal
consistency for the emotional self-efficacy scale was good. The internal consistency for the SEQ-C total
self-efficacy scale was good across pre-intervention and post-intervention factor analysis.

Items to be included in the scale variables were added and computed to create composite scores for
pre-intervention and post-intervention data. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), analysis of
variance (ANOVA) and Chi-square analyses were used to examine test data. Interpretation of effect
sizes reflected Cohen’s suggested small, medium, and large effect sizes, where ηp

2 sizes are equal to
0.10, 0.25, and 0.40 respectively [66].

3. Results

3.1. Behaviour and Emotion Problems

The hypothesis that martial arts training would decrease total problems and related sub-factors
was not supported. Using Pillai’s trace, martial arts training had no significant effect on participants’
emotional problems, V = 0.004, F(2, 238) = 0.52, p = 0.59, ηp

2 = 0.004; behavioural problems, V = 0.014,
F(2, 237) = 1.65, p = 0.19, ηp

2 = 0.014; or total problems, V = 0.006, F(2, 237) = 0.75, p = 0.47, ηp
2 = 0.006.

Means and standard deviations are summarized in Table 4.

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for SDQ strengths and difficulties scales by
experimental condition.

Scale Condition
Baseline Post-Test

Mean SD Mean SD

Emotional difficulties Intervention
Control

0.69
0.74

0.51
0.51

0.66
0.73

0.47
0.51

Behavioural difficulties Intervention
Control

0.77
0.78

0.42
0.48

0.77
0.68

0.45
0.43

Total difficulties Intervention
Control

0.82
0.81

0.23
0.24

0.81
0.78

0.24
0.25

3.2. Resilience

The intervention improved levels of the overall resilience and resilience sub-factors. Means and
standard deviations are summarized in Table 5.

Individual capacities and resources: Using Pillai’s trace, there was a significant effect of the
experimental condition on participants’ individual capacities and resources, V = 0.10, F(2, 238) = 13.35,
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.10. Separate univariate ANOVAs revealed no significant difference between the
intervention and control condition pre-intervention, F(1, 239) = 1.64, p = 0.20, ηp

2 = 0.007; however
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there was a significant difference between the intervention and control condition post-intervention,
F(1, 239) = 18.87, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.07.
Relationship with primary caregiver: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition

on participants’ relationship with primary caregiver, V = 0.09, F(2, 238) = 11.59, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.09.

Separate univariate ANOVAs revealed no significant difference between the intervention and control
condition pre-intervention, F(1, 239) = 1.06, p = 0.30, ηp

2 = 0.004; however there was a significant
difference between the intervention and control condition post-intervention, F(1, 239) = 23.04, p < 0.001,
ηp

2 = 0.09.
Contextual factors: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’

contextual factors, V = 0.09, F(2, 238) = 11.94, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.09. Separate univariate ANOVAs

revealed no significant difference between the intervention and control condition pre-intervention,
F(1, 239) = 1.54, p = 0.22, ηp

2 = 0.006; however there was a significant difference between the
intervention and control condition post-intervention, F(1, 239) = 22.10, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.09.
Total resilience: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’

total resilience score, V = 0.14, F(2, 238) = 18.58, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.14. Separate univariate ANOVAs

revealed no significant difference between the intervention and control condition pre-intervention,
F(1, 239) = 0.00, p = 0.98, ηp

2 = 0.000; however there was a significant difference between the
intervention and control condition post-intervention F(1, 239) = 32.80, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.12.

Table 5. Means and standard deviations for CYRM-28 resilience scales by experimental condition.

Scale Condition
Baseline Post-Test

Mean SD Mean SD

Individual capacities and resources Intervention
Control

2.96
3.06

0.60
0.59

3.10
2.75

0.53
0.69

Relationship with primary carer Intervention
Control

3.14
3.05

0.68
0.74

3.17
2.73

0.65
0.79

Contextual factors Intervention
Control

2.51
2.38

0.76
0.77

2.62
2.18

0.72
0.71

Total resilience Intervention
Control

2.90
2.90

0.51
0.56

3.01
2.62

0.45
0.61

3.3. Self-Efficacy

In terms of self-efficacy, the intervention improved levels of the overall self-efficacy and
self-efficacy sub-factors. Means and standard deviations are summarized in Table 6.

Table 6. Means and standard deviations for SEQ-C self-efficacy scales by experimental condition.

Scale Condition
Baseline Post-Test

Mean SD Mean SD

Academic self-efficacy Intervention
Control

2.56
2.48

0.71
0.73

2.77
2.41

0.64
0.69

Social self-efficacy Intervention
Control

2.57
2.78

0.74
0.57

2.84
2.60

0.62
0.67

Emotional self-efficacy Intervention
Control

2.23
2.34

0.80
0.73

2.63
2.25

0.70
0.79

Total self-efficacy Intervention
Control

2.45
2.54

0.60
0.52

2.75
2.42

0.52
0.59

Academic self-efficacy: Using Pillai’s trace, there was a significant effect of the experimental
condition on participants’ academic self-efficacy, V = 0.07, F(2, 238) = 9.19, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.07.
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Separate univariate ANOVAs revealed no significant difference between the intervention and control
condition pre-intervention, F(1, 239) = 0.67, p = 0.41, ηp

2 = 0.003; however there was a significant
difference between the intervention and control condition post-intervention F(1, 239) = 17.98, p < 0.001,
ηp

2 = 0.07.
Social self-efficacy: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’

social self-efficacy, V = 0.09, F(2, 238) = 12.14, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.09. Separate univariate ANOVAs

revealed a significant difference between the intervention and control condition pre-intervention,
F(1, 239) = 6.24, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.03; and there was a significant difference between the intervention
and control condition post-intervention, F(1, 239) = 8.58, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.04.
Emotional self-efficacy: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’

emotional self-efficacy, V = 0.09, F(2, 238) = 11.64, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.09. Separate univariate ANOVAs

revealed no significant difference between the intervention and control condition pre-intervention,
F(1, 239) = 1.24, p = 0.27, ηp

2 = 0.005; however there was a significant difference between the
intervention and control condition post-intervention, F(1, 239) = 15.95, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.06.
Total self-efficacy: There was a significant effect of the experimental condition on participants’ total

self-efficacy, V = 0.11, F(2, 238) = 14.94, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.11. Separate univariate ANOVAs revealed no

significant difference between the intervention and control condition pre-intervention, F(1, 239) = 1.48,
p = 0.23, ηp

2 = 0.006; however there was a significant difference between the intervention and control
condition post-intervention, F(1, 239) = 21.16, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.08.

3.4. Post-Program Martial Arts Participation

The intervention condition was asked whether they would like to continue practising martial
arts after completing the program. Of the 125 participants who completed the intervention condition,
94 (75.2%) reported they would like to continue the program or participate in another martial art based
program after the intervention. Chi square analysis of covariates found no significant differences for
age, χ2 = 2.86, p > 0.05; grade, χ2 = 0.14, p > 0.05; biological sex, χ2 = 5.25, p > 0.05; cultural background
χ2 = 4.85, p > 0.05; or socio-economic status χ2 = 7.83, p > 0.05.

4. Discussion

The results of the current study found a consistent pattern for wellbeing outcomes. All primary
and secondary measures relating to resilience and self-efficacy improved for the intervention group and
declined for the control group at statistically significant levels, which supports previous research [48,49].
The results provide valid and reliable evidence that psycho-social interventions based on a traditional
martial arts model can be considered as an efficacious method of improving strengths and wellbeing
outcomes. Interventions using this approach should promote an individual’s ability to cope with the
effects of bullying.

For resilience, the intervention had the greatest effect on total resilience which observed the largest
effect size in the study. This is an important result given that students who report higher levels of
resilience are less likely to become victims of bullying [38]. The resilience sub-factors relationship with
primary caregivers and contextual factors exhibited the same effect size which was slightly smaller
than for total resilience; and the resilience sub-factor individual capacities and resources exhibited
the smallest resilience effect size resulting from the intervention program. The result regarding
improved relationships with primary caregivers is particularly important given previous resilience
research found that family factors including warm relationships and positive home environments
are associated with greater resilience to bullying [40], and that resilience to bullying behaviours was
improved when individuals could disclose their experiences to a family member [39]. The result
that participants’ resilience improved for the intervention group and declined for the control group
suggests the intervention may improve participants’ resilience to bullying.

A similar pattern was evident for self-efficacy insofar as the intervention had the greatest effect for
total self-efficacy when compared to the self-efficacy sub-scales. Academic and emotional self-efficacy
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exhibited a similar effect size, which was slightly smaller than for total self-efficacy; while social
self-efficacy exhibited the smallest self-efficacy effect size resulting from the intervention program.
As the victims of bullying report lower self-efficacy compared to non-victims [37] the result that all
self-efficacy scales improved for the intervention group and declined for the control group suggests
the intervention may improve participants’ ability to cope with bullying.

While the study exhibited increased resilience and self-efficacy for the intervention group and
decreases for the control group, comparison of effect sizes suggests that the intervention had a greater
effect on resilience outcomes. To this end, it is notable that the intervention program had a greater effect
regarding total resilience and two of the resilience subscales (relationship with primary caregivers
and contextual factors); than for total self-efficacy. It is also interesting that the relationship with
primary caregivers resilience sub-scale exhibited a larger effect size compared to the social self-efficacy
sub-scale, as they are intuitively related scales. Further, it is important to note that while the specific
wellbeing scales considered in the current study differ from previous research, the current results
support previous findings which reported martial arts training improved wellbeing factors such as
self-esteem [48] and self-concept [49].

Although the effect sizes for resilience and self-efficacy were in the small range, this is nonetheless
an important result. First, the meta-analyses conducted by Moore, Dudley and Woodcock [47] found
that martial arts training resulted in improvements to factors associated with wellbeing, but that
observed effect sizes were small. Results from the current study are consistent with this. Second,
as noted there is a clear pattern regarding all resilience and self-efficacy scales increasing for the
intervention group and decreasing for the control group. Third, the study recruited a randomised
sample from a normal population and the intervention program was a 10-week group program.
Consequently, the intervention’s resilience and self-efficacy results should be viewed as promising.

However, results from the current study do not support previous research findings [50,51] and
a meta-analysis [47] suggesting that martial arts training had a significant impact on internalising
mental health issues. The current study found no significant internalising mental health differences
between the intervention and control groups post-intervention, which is intriguing in view of previous
research and positive finding from the current study regarding wellbeing outcomes.

It is encouraging that a large majority of the intervention group reported they would elect to
continue martial arts participation post-program. Co-variate analysis was similarly encouraging,
finding no differences for age, grade, biological sex, cultural background or socio-economic status
regarding participants choosing to continue practicing martial arts. While the issue of self-selection
effects cannot be entirely discounted, the result suggests the intervention program successfully engaged
participants and may be applicable for a variety of different groups.

4.1. Explanation of Intervention Effects

The positive wellbeing outcomes found by the study are important, however explaining the
casual factors associated with these effects is difficult. Resilience is a complex construct, and there
are many elements in the intervention program incorporated from resilience literature that could
result in improving resilience outcomes. These include empathic modelling, changing negative scripts,
accepting participants for who they are and establishing realistic goals, encouraging participants
to learn from mistakes, developing a social conscience, and encouraging problem solving and
self-discipline [67]. Additionally, other social psychological constructs may have utility in explaining
the intervention effects. For example, participants in the intervention program may have benefited
from the development of an in-group identity [68] and the development of group superordinate
goals [69]. From the current results the authors do not propose to isolate which factors may have been
more important for developing greater resilience, however the above may be a useful conceptualisation
towards this. These factors may also have utility in explaining participants’ improved self-efficacy
resulting from the intervention program.
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The lack of observed effect post-intervention regarding internalising mental health issues may
be explained by a variety of factors including scale issues, sample issues, as well as consideration of
the null hypothesis. Scale issues may have impacted the study’s capacity to measure participants’
reports of internalising mental health issues. The SDQ exhibited problems regarding factor analysis
and poor internal reliability, which resulted in several elements of the scale being discarded from the
study. Consequently, it would be interesting to examine the effects of martial arts training regarding
internalising mental health using an alternate measure. Sample bias may also have contributed
to the study not detecting changes regarding internalising mental health. Given that the sample
was randomly recruited from a normal population, the current study may not have had the same
capacity to detect changes to participants’ internalising mental health issues compared to previous
research that recruited from targeted pathological samples. For example, Trulson’s [48] study recruited
from a sample of males diagnosed with behaviour disorders. Finally, it is important to consider the
null hypothesis. It is possible that martial arts based training does not have a significant effect on
internalising mental health outcomes. However, the authors propose that the noted scale and sample
issues require further investigation before making conclusions regarding the null hypothesis.

4.2. Limitations

Several issues may limit the results of the current study. First, while the study has addressed many
of limitations evident in prior research, the current study did not obtain third party corroboration of
self-report measures. Inclusion of third party report measures should be considered in future research.
Longer term effects of martial art training on mental health outcomes are unclear, given that follow-up
data was not available at the time of writing this article. Finally, the issue of psycho-education versus
martial arts training may be a confound in the current study. Psycho-education and martial arts training
were presented as part of a single intervention program, hence it is not possible to separate their effects.
However, it is arguable that combined psycho-education and martial arts training is consistent with
the practice of many traditional martial arts, hence this issue may only have superficial significance.

4.3. Implications Regarding Interventions to Reduce Bullying

The current study’s results have multiple implications to policy, practice and future research
regarding bullying. Bullying behaviours are difficult to address, and the results attributed to the
anti-bullying approach are inconsistent. Despite this, the anti-bullying approach maintains a dominant
position informing educational policy regarding bullying. Arguably, the theoretical underpinning
informing educational policy should be modified to account for other explanations of bullying
behaviour, such as evolutionary perspectives on power and bullying. This should lead to questions
regarding whether the aims of the anti-bullying approach (namely: no bullying) are achievable.
The current study proposes an alternate approach to educational policy and suggests that instead of
focusing resources towards eliminating bullying behaviours, policy should focus on promoting mental
health through developing wellbeing. Results from the current study suggest that martial arts based
psycho-social interventions have the potential to improve participants’ strengths, wellbeing and ability
to cope; which is important to consider in terms of educational policy regarding bullying.

The study has significant implications to practice regarding bullying behaviour. The institutional
failure of the anti-bullying approach is potentially damaging to individuals. It is important to consider
the impact and message understood by students when they continue to experience bullying behaviours
despite the explicit anti-bullying policies and strategies used by schools. Further, because schools
combine a wide variety of anti-bullying strategies flexibly, it is difficult to know what anti-bullying
actions occur at the school level, and concerns should exist regarding whether the specific combinations
used by schools are empirically supported. Given the inconsistent results attributed to the anti-bullying
approach, alternate practices regarding bullying behaviour should be considered. Specifically, the
current results have implications for practice by suggesting that intervention programs that develop
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strengths, including resilience and self-efficacy, have the potential to improve participants’ sense of
wellbeing and ability to cope with bullying.

The current study employed a robust design and rigorous evaluation, and suggests a promising
approach to addressing bullying behaviours through improving wellbeing and mental health.
The current results have a variety of implications for future research including sample considerations,
methodological variations and developing a teacher professional learning program based on the study.
Future research should examine the intervention program’s effects on different population samples.
Consideration should be given to implementing the intervention as a universal program with primary
school students (ages 10–11); targeting specific populations such as participants diagnosed with (a)
mental health issues such as anxiety and depression, (b) Autism Spectrum Disorder, (c) intellectual
disability, and (d) behavioural disorders such as Oppositional Defiance Disorder, and participants who
have experienced violent incidents including domestic and sexual violence; and extending the study to
international settings to examine the intervention’s efficacy in different cultural milieus. Future research
should incorporate methodological changes including utilising third party measures to corroborate
self-report measures, using alternate measures of mental health pathology such as the Kessler
10 Psychological Distress Scale [70], including a qualitative approach to supplement quantitative
information, and varying the longitudinal parameters of the study by extending the follow-up period
and lengthening the intervention program (e.g., 3/6/12 month interventions). Finally, future research
should develop a professional learning program for teachers to facilitate similar programs which could
be embedded within a physical education curriculum or welfare/pastoral care curriculum. Such a
program would require piloting and ongoing measurement to ensure program efficacy.

5. Conclusions

Despite inconsistent evidence, the anti-bullying approach dominates educational policy and
practice regarding bullying behaviours. While bullying is a complex phenomenon, the inconsistent
evidence regarding the anti-bullying approach may be explained by problems with its theoretical
underpinning. The authors propose the primary aim regarding bullying behaviours should change
from attempted reduction of the behaviour, to improving individual ability to cope with the effects of
bullying. The current study offers a strengths-based method of achieving this which is consistent with
previous research. The results suggest that psycho-social interventions based on a traditional martial
arts model can successfully promote wellbeing characteristics such as resilience and self-efficacy.
Interventions that promote these strengths can help individuals develop better mental health and
should be a focus of efforts to address the effects of bullying.
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Abstract: Background. This article presents results from the evaluation of the Tabby Improved
Prevention and Intervention Program (TIPIP) for cyberbullying and cybervictimization. TIPIP is
theoretically designed to address cyberbullying and cybervictimization. It is the first program in
this field developed combining the Ecological System Theory and the Threat Assessment Approach.
Method. The Tabby Improved program was evaluated using an experimental design with 759 Italian
students (aged 10–17 years) randomly allocated via their classes to either the Experimental or Control
Group. Results. Repeated measures ANOVAs showed a significant decrease both in cyberbullying
and cybervictimization among students who received the intervention with a follow-up period of six
months. The program was more effective for boys than for girls. Conclusions. Because cyberbullying is
a cruel problem negatively affecting those involved, validated interventions that prove their efficacy
in reducing the problem using experimental designs should be widely tested and promoted, paying
particular attention to implementing a program fully to increase and guarantee its effectiveness.

Keywords: cyberbullying; cybervictimization; prevention program; tabby intervention program; risk
factors; threat assessment; ecological system theory

1. Introduction

In the first decade of the 21st century, parallel to the development and the dissemination of the
new communication technologies especially among youngsters, a new phase in school bullying studies
started [1]. Researchers began to show interest in harmful behavior involving the use of information
and communication technologies (ICTs) and the possible consequences, resulting in what has been
since then identified as cyberbullying [2,3].

Cyberbullying is an increasing problem, involving students of all ages from many countries [4–7].
Several studies have found that involvement in cyberbullying is associated with negative behavioral,
psychological, and psychosomatic outcomes for both cyberbullies and cybervictims [5,6,8,9]. Because of
such negative consequences, studies have multiplied, and several cyberbullying prevention programs
have been developed, implemented and tested [4].

Compared to the four decades of research on school bullying, research on the effectiveness of
cyberbullying prevention programs is relatively recent. This means that effective and successful school
bullying prevention strategies are known [5,10–13], but, to date, only a limited number of studies have
evaluated the effectiveness of cyberbullying and cybervictimization prevention programs [14].

Based on the meta-analyses carried out by Mishna et al. [14], Tokunaga [15] and Slonje, Smith and
Frisén [16], it is clear that although several cyberbullying prevention programs have been developed
and evaluated, few have been specifically conceptualized for the prevention of cyberbullying by
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adopting sound theoretical frameworks. As pointed out by Tokunaga [15] and Slonje, Smith and
Frisén [16], most programs are not based on any theoretical framework and there is a doubt whether
they are effective, or if they are, why, and which component is working. Tanrikulu [6], in his systematic
review of seventeen studies, assessing the effectiveness of cyberbullying prevention and intervention
programs, found that four of these programs were not theoretically based while the other thirteen had
very little or no theoretical background, making it difficult to understand the underlying theoretical
structure of such programs and the criteria for using one or another component.

Regarding studies that assess the effectiveness of cyberbullying and cybervictimization prevention
programs, consistent with Palladino et al. [17], we can identify three main types of programs designed
to: (1) prevent school bullying that have been subsequently adapted to prevent cyberbullying;
(2) specifically deal with cyberbullying; and (3) prevent both school bullying and cyberbullying.
The KiVa program (Kiusaamista Vastaan) and the ViSC Social Competence Program, originated
respectively in Finland and Austria for preventing school bullying, were then adopted and extended
to address cyberbullying and cybervictimization. The KiVa program proved to be effective in reducing
both cyberbullying and cybervictimization [18,19], while the ViSC Social Competence Program [20]
was effective in reducing cyberbullying but not cybervictimization.

Regarding other programs, the MedienHelden (Media Heroes), developed in Germany by
Schultze-Krumbholz, Wölfer, Jäkel, Zagorscak and Scheithauer [21], includes as its components
empathy training and peer-to-peer tutoring on Internet safety, as well as teacher and parent training.
This program proved to be effective in decreasing cyberbullying incidents [22,23]. The Spanish
“ConRed” cyberbullying prevention program [24,25] also showed a significant reduction for both
cyberbullying and cybervictimization. The Australian “Cyber Friendly School Program” [26] was
assessed longitudinally and the results indicated a significant decrease in students’ likelihood of
being involved in both cyberbullying and cybervictimization between the pre-test to the post-stages
However, no significant differences were found between the intervention and control groups
with regard to cyberbullying or cybervictimization. The “Noncadiamointrappola!” (Let’s not fall
into the trap!) Program [27] consists of a peer-led approach to prevent both school bullying and
cyberbullying. Evaluations of its effectiveness have shown a significant decrease in both cyberbullying
and cybervictimization [17,27,28].

Many of these programs are limited as they only include a few components (e.g., a curriculum
and training for teachers and/or activities with students) [29], and evidence about how many and
which components are most relevant in preventing and reducing cyberbullying and cybervictimization
is still scarce [5].

The present study aimed to overcome some of the above-mentioned limitations, by presenting
results of the effectiveness on the so-called Tabby Improved Prevention and Intervention Program
(TIPIP). This program is the first prevention and intervention program developed specifically for
cyberbullying and cybervictimization by combining two sound theoretical frameworks: The Ecological
System Theory [30,31] and the threat assessment approach [32–35].

1.1. Theoretical Background of the Program

Adopting and combining Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (EST) and the Threat
Assessment Approach seems to be a promising way to understand, explain and prevent youth
involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization, deriving its roots from other fields of
antisocial behavior and social psychology [36,37]. The EST [30,31] provides a comprehensive
theoretical framework of the extent to which an individual’s involvement in cyberbullying and/or
cybervictimization is affected by several factors: the students’ involvement, their families, peers,
school, and community. The threat assessment approach [32–35] helps us to recognize and evaluate
the presence of those risk factors that the international literature suggests are significant for students’
involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization [36].
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The Threat Assessment Approach (TAA) [32–35] is applied to understand how to best prevent a
threat for antisocial behaviors to occur. In the field of cyberbullying and cybervictimization, based on
certain risk factors and needs, how likely is that these conducts will take place or will take place again
in the future? The TAA was developed to address the threats taking place before a massive disaster
(e.g., a shooting) or other violent act (e.g., in the workplace) could take place, to intervene in time.

Cyberbullying is characterized by many threatening behaviors and attitudes that might or might
not result in attacking a child/adolescent online. The Ecological Systems Theory [30,31], on the
other hand, allows for identifying the levels (individual, interpersonal, social, community) where
those risk factors are, and by influencing each other, they could increase the risk of involvement of
a certain individual in these aggressive behaviors. To this aim, dimensions identified by reviewing
the international literature as risk factors for cyberbullying and/or cybervictimization were classified
accordingly to the ecological systems identified by Bronfenbrenner [30,31].

By adopting this classification, it is possible to look at the relationship between risk factors and
involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization [32–35] and evaluating the presence of risk
factors at one or more of the four ecological levels identified by Bronfenbrenner [30,31,36] and assess
the individual likelihood of being at risk.

The Tabby Improved Prevention and Intervention Program (TIPIP) has been designed to assess
not only the presence of risk factors for cyberbullying and cybervictimization, but to identify the
ecological levels in which those risk factors operate and interact with each other, in the directing of
assessing future risk of any threatening circumstances (risk factors) taking place.

1.2. The Tabby (Threat Assessment of Bullying Behavior among Youngsters) Improved Prevention and
Intervention Program (TIPIP)

The TIPIP program was developed in two previous projects [4] and then ‘improved’ after
evaluating the two previous projects’ results and validating the instruments and by analyzing the
results derived by the review of the international literature on risk factors for youngsters’ involvement
in cyberbullying and cybervictimization [36]. The program has four main components: (i) training
activities with teachers, (ii) school conferences with parents; (iii) online materials for students, teachers
and parents (available at www.tabby.eu); and (iv) in-class activities with students (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Components of the Tabby Improved Prevention and Intervention Program (TIPIP).
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Each of them is included in the program according to the Ecological System Theory [30,31] to
address relevant dimensions involved in cyberbullying and cybervictimization prevention, that is the
individual, his/her family, the peer group and the school by raising and increasing their awareness
about risk factors for the involvement in those behaviors [32–35].

(i) The teacher training activities lasted three days, approximately three hours per session, once a
week for three weeks, plus an additional day on the possible civil, criminal and administrative legal
implications of cyberbullying and on age of responsibility. The training was scheduled as follows:
(a) the cyberbullying phenomenon, its forms and features, similarity to and differences from school
bullying; (b) risk factors for youngsters’ involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization, how to
use the Tabby toolbox (the checklist, the booklet and the videos); (c) how to recognize, prevent and
manage cyberbullying and cybervictimization incidents; (d) legal issues related to cyberbullying.

(ii) The School conferences with parents were scheduled in each of the participating schools.
The main aims of these conferences were to: (a) inform parents about the prevention and intervention
program activities and aims, and (b) sensitize and inform parents about the cyberbullying problem
and how to protect their children by setting clear rules about internet use and how to best monitor
their online activities. (iii) The third component of the program is the Tabby “toolkit” [4,38]. This is an
extensive combination of three tools, including: the first consists of the updated version of the online
self-report questionnaire, the Tabby Improved checklist, used to measure risk factors for students’
involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization; the second includes) four short videos, used
as stimuli to make youngsters think about the cyberbullying phenomenon and its consequences.
Each video addresses one of the most common types of cyberbullying and aims to increase youngsters’
awareness about the risks they face when using the Internet and the new communication technologies
in a distorted or inattentive way. The central theme in each of the four videos is the idea that there
is always an alternative, which helps to avoid either getting into trouble or causing trouble. For this
reason, at the end of each video, after each cyber scenario, the story ‘rewinds’, showing what would
or could have happened if the character(s) in the video had opted for another alternative (desirable)
possible choice. At the end of the rewind scene, some recommendations on the safe use of the web are
provided. Finally, the third tool is a manual for teachers, parents and students with useful information
on cyberbullying, consisting of several short chapters with definitions and some scientific information
on cyberbullying, is also a guide for trained teachers for them to organize class groups’ activities to raise
students’ awareness about cyberbullying and cybervictimization. All are available at www.tabby.eu.

In-class activities with students were organized in each of the participating schools by scheduling
four sessions (2 h each) for each of the experimental classes. The sessions with students were scheduled
as follows: first, a group work aimed at negotiating a shared definition of jokes, cyberbullying and
aggression. Once each group had defined these phenomena, they then had to identify differences and
similarities between them. At the end of this activity, a representative from each group read to the
class what emerged from their group discussion. Then all students chose the best definitions. The most
highly voted work was exhibited in the classroom so that all students could share the same definitions
of jokes, aggression, and cyberbullying. Then, during the second meeting, the Tabby videos described
above were used. The videos were used as a stimuli from which to start a guided discussion regarding
students’ experiences in the cyberspace and to discuss useful strategies to protect themselves and/or
to put an end to cyberbullying and/or cybervictimization incidents. Then in a third meeting, students
were again divided into small working groups. Each group had to prepare at least ten rules or tips on
how to avoid risky online behaviors and involvement in cyberbullying and/or cybervictimization.
Students were also asked to think about rules that they would comply to, and that the whole class
would then be able to adopt as new rules. These rules drawn up by the experimental classes were
then presented to the school principal. At the end of the project, these rules were disseminated to the
whole school, and they were included in the participating schools’ policies on cyberbullying. In the
fourth meeting, students had the opportunity to learn more about the legal consequences related to
cyberbullying. During this last meeting a young boy who had been cyberbullying in the past met all
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classes to share his story and explain his point of view, answer questions and discuss what made him
realize the damage caused by his actions and what he was doing to address it to change

The present study aimed to validate the effectiveness of the TIPIP by comparing pre and post and
Experimental vs. Control Groups involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization.

2. Method

2.1. Design and Procedure

Five schools located in the Campania region, South Italy, participated in the project. Students were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions (Experimental vs. Control), via their classes. Classes had
to be randomly allocated to the research conditions because none of the contacted schools agreed to
participate as a pure control school. To avoid possible teacher selection bias or class bias, the first author
did the random assignment to the study conditions. Possible contamination effects were controlled
by the first author, who was present and coordinated all the activities scheduled with students of the
Experimental Group. In particular, most of the activities carried out with students were group work
where students interacted with each other to understand what cyberbullying is, the dynamic and
its impact and how to distinguish a credible and risky threat from a ‘joke’ or something that is not
potentially harmful.

Before the data collection, the authors had obtained research approval from the Departmental
Ethics committee for the procedure (29/2015), and consent from the custodial adults, and the
participating students. All students filled in the Tabby online questionnaire before and six months
after the whole intervention stages (T1 and T2). The first data collection was scheduled within the
third month from the beginning of the school year, and then the procedure varied according to the
condition (Experimental Group = EG, Control Group = CG); only students, teachers and parents of the
EG received the intervention. The second data collection (follow-up T2), took place after six months, a
few weeks before the end of the same school year.

To collect data, regardless of the research condition, the first author approached students in their
classes, and, class by class, they all went with the teachers to the Computer Technology Room (CTR)
that all participating school had to fill in the online questionnaire. Here, each student sat in front
of a PC connected to the website questionnaire page and received instructions on how to proceed.
Students were told that they should fill in an online, anonymous self-report questionnaire regarding
their experiences on the use of new communication technologies and their online experiences, referring
to a time period of six months.

Before filling in the questionnaire, the first author briefly explained the meaning of term
cyberbullying so to make sure they had a common understanding of the main topic of the questionnaire
and understood how their answers would not be available to anyone but collected and analyzed in an
aggregated way. The following definition was provided:

“Cyberbullying as an aggressive and intentional act, carried out by a group or an individual,
using electronic forms of contact, repeatedly over time against a victim who cannot easily defend
himself/herself” [39].

Students were then instructed on how to generate an individualized ID code following a procedure
to allow them to anonymously match their answers provided on that day (T1) with those on the
following data collection (T2). The rule provided students was as follows: “Insert your personal code
(two numbers of your date of birth- for example 03if you were born on the 3rd the, last two letters of
your surname, and the last 3 numbers of your mobile or home phone number/if you don’t have it,
e.g., 03BA362, for Barba born on the 3rd, with mobile nr: ++362). After completing the questionnaire,
all students returned to their classes.

Only classes in the EG participated in the next stages of the study, which included the teacher
training on cyberbullying (trained teachers did not teach in any of the classes assigned to the control
condition); the in-school conferences with parents, and the class activities with students. Six months
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after the end of all stages of the intervention, students were again brought in the CTR fill in the same
online questionnaire, this time referring to what had happened in the last six months. Students, at
the beginning of the T2 questionnaire had to fill inn their ID following the same rule. Only matched
students ended up in the final sample. Data for the Control Group were collected during the same
period as for the EG.

2.2. Participants

The initial sample consisted of 759 students randomly recruited from five schools (49 classes).
Classes were randomly divided into two groups corresponding to the conditions: 20 classes (40.8%)
were in the Experimental Group (students who received the intervention), and 29 classes (59.2%)
were in the Control Group (students who did not receive any intervention, but filled in the Tabby
Improved Checklist).

Overall, 622 students were included in the analyses as they had taken part and completed phases
T1 and T2 (82% of the initial sample) and their questionnaire could be correctly matched. Attrition rates
were checked, and analyses did not show any significant differences in any of the variables investigated.
The dropping out of just over one hundred students was namely due to mistakes in filling in the
matching ID code that students themselves had to create to guarantee their anonymity or absence
on the day of data collection. Of all students, 45.9% were males, (54.1% females), with an age range
between 10 to 17 years old (M = 12.14, SD = 1.44).

With regard to the use of cyber communication, 29.4% of all students reported at least one profile
on a social network. Of those who had a profile, 7.2% personally knew only half of their online contacts
and 35.7% of students on average spent 2–4 h a day online (see Table 1 for details). With regard to
students’ experiences of cyberbullying and cybervictimization, 15.0% reported cyberbullying others
least once in the past six months, and 43.9% being cybervictimized at least once in the past six months.
Boys were more likely to be cyberbullies but not cybervictims (see Table 1).

More boys were also reported having parents who did not talk with them about Internet security
more than girls, control more their online activities, r spending more time per day on the Internet,
being involved in both school bullying and victimization, and having poorer academic achievement.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the sample.

Age Answer Criteria

Overall (622) Boys (286) Girls (336)

OR (C.I.)M = 12.14
(SD = 1.44)

M = 12.11
(SD = 1.44)

M = 12.18
(SD =1.44)

Presence of social
network profile(s) At Least One 29.4% 31.7% 27.0% 0.71 * (0.54–0.94)

Personally know friends on
social network Only half 7.2% 6.8% 7.5% 1.01 (0.87–1.16)

Parents talk with students
about Internet Safety Never 18.6% 11.0% 4.8% 1.37 *** (1.16–1.62)

Parents control students’
online activities Never 33.2% 29.7% 19.9% 1.48 *** (1.24–1.75)

Teachers talk with students
about Internet Safety Never 34.3% 18.7% 15.0% 1.01 (0.87–1.16)

Hours per day online 2–4 h 35.7% 41.9% 30.2% 0.83 * (0.70–0.97)

School achievement Below average 7.6% 9.5% 6.0% 1.19 * (1.01–1.41)

School bully At least sometimes 20.6% 28.2% 14.1% 2.45 *** (1.64–3.65)

School victim At least sometimes 47.7% 53.2% 43.0% 1.49 * (1.08–2.04

Cyberbully At least once 15.0% 21.5% 9.6% 2.59 *** (1.63–4.11)

Cybervictim At least once 43.9% 43.0% 45.1% 0.92 (0.67–1.26)

Notes: * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001, OR = Odds Ratio, C.I. = Confidence Interval.
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2.3. Measures

The online Tabby Improved checklist was developed by analyzing the results of a review
of the international literature on risk factors for youngsters’ involvement in cyberbullying and
cybervictimization and how these risk factors operate and interact at different levels according to
the ecological theoretical framework, and the short-term predictive ability of the risk the previous
instrument [4,38].

The Tabby Improved checklist consists of 12 scales and a total of 130 items; for the purposes
of the current study only certain dimension were used. All dimensions were selected to measure
ontogenetic, microsystem, and community level risk factors. For the purpose of the present paper,
two different scales were analyzed: Involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization (in the
past six months). For both cyberbullying and cybervictimization, participants’ previous involvement
in these behaviors was measured adopting the taxonomy by Willard [40]: flaming (A ‘flame’ is a
deliberately hostile and provocative message sent from one user to the community or an individual.
Flaming is done by sending violent or vulgar electronic messages, in order to arouse verbal conflicts
within the network between two or more users), denigration, impersonation, outing, and exclusion
(5 items for cyberbullying and 5 items for cybervictimization for each scale). Students rated their
experiences of cyberbullying and cybervictimization on 5-point Likert scales ranging from 0 = “it has
never happened in this period” to 4 = “it happened several times a week”. Example items: ‘I pretended
to be someone else, created a fake profile in order to send or post damaging messages about another
person’, ‘I disclosed online private information or images without the person consent’, and ‘I was
actively engaged in excluding someone from an online group’.

At the end of the cyberbullying and cybervictimization items, students were asked about their
involvement as cyberbullies and cybervictims in the past six months, using a final global question only
used as a check item (‘In the last six months, have you ever been involved in cyberbullying?’).

To measure cyberbullying and cybervictimization, scores on the 5-items measuring different types
of cyberbullying and cybervictimization were added, total scores ranged from 0 to 20. Reliability
coefficients at T1 and T2 were respectively α = 0.64 and α = 0.75 for cyberbullying and α = 0.72 and
α = 0.71 for cybervictimization. Even if the reliability coefficient of the cyberbullying measure at T1
was just sufficient values <0.60 are considered acceptable given the short scale dimension [41–43].

2.4. Analysis

Data analyses were carried out using the SPSS statistical package (version 21.0, IBM Milano,
Milan, Italy). First, the possible differences between the Experimental and the Control Groups
with regard to cyberbullying and cybervictimization pre-intervention measures were analyzed.
Next, the Intraclass Correlation coefficients for the outcome measures (ICC) [44] were calculated.
Because of the clustered randomization design of the study, the presence of any clustering effects
could lead to an inaccurate test for statistical significance [45]. This analysis takes into account the
possible similarity of the responses of individuals within each cluster (classes). Finally, to evaluate
the impact of the program, we used repeated-measures ANOVAs. We analyzed the longitudinal
differences (pre- and post-intervention) in cyberbullying and cybervictimization between the Control
and Experimental Groups.

3. Results

The main scores revealed non-significant differences between the Experimental and the Control
Group with regard to cyberbullying (F(6) = 0.56, p > 0.05) and cybervictimization (F(15) = 1.67, p > 0.05)
measured at baseline (T1). Because of the clustered randomization design of the study, the Intraclass
Correlation coefficients for the dependent measures were calculated, obtaining � = −0.002 for the
cyberbullying pre-test score and �= −0.001 for the cybervictimization pre-test score. These results
indicated that clustering effects were very small and negligible compared with the 0.05 value that
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has sometimes been used in clustering designs [46]. Therefore, the clustering would not affect the
outcomes of the intervention.

Table 2 shows descriptive analyses for both groups in the outcome variables (pre- and
post-intervention). Repeated measures-ANOVA tests were carried out to evaluate whether any change
in the Experimental Group was significantly different to the change in the Control Group.

Table 2. Pre–post differences in outcome variables.

Cyberbullying Group
Pre Post

Cyberbullying Gender Group
Pre Post

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

EG 0.29 (0.79) 0.21 (0.61) a Boys EG 0.35 (0.79) 0.24 (0.65) c

CG 0.28 (0.84) 0.50 (1.78) 0.47 (1.08) 0.93 (2.55)

Girls CG 0.23 (0.79) 0.19 (0.58) d

0.15 (0.57) 0.17 (0.58)

Cybervictimization
EG 1.10 (2.11) 0.74 (1.27) b Cybervictimization Boys EG 1.18 (2.17) 0.63 (1.12) e

CG 1.12 (1.73) 1.31 (2.34) CG 1.08 (1.75) 1.52 (2.92)

Girls EG 1.03 (2.07) 0.83 (1.40) f

CG 1.16 (1.72) 1.16 (1.77)

Notes: EG = Experimental Group; CG = Control Group. a F (1,620) = 6.46; p < 0.05; b F(1,620) = 10.77; p < 0.001;
c F(1,1000) = 6.20; p < 0.05; d F(1,1000) = 0.61; p > 0.05; e F(1,1000) = 10.68; p < 0.001; f F(1,1000) = 1.28; p > 0.05.

For cyberbullying (see Figure 2), the results showed a significant effect of the condition
(Experimental vs. Control) (F(1,620) = 4.10; p = 0.043) and a significant interaction time * condition
(F(1,620) = 6.46; p = 0.011). Bonferroni post hoc analyses indicated an increase of cyberbullying at T2 in
the Control Group (F(1,620) = 6.83; p = 0.009). Also, for cybervictimization (see Figure 3), the results
showed a significant effect of condition (Experimental vs. Control) (F(1,620) = 5.23; p = 0.022) and
a significant interaction time * condition (F(1,620) = 10.77; p = 0.001). Post hoc analyses indicated a
decrease of cybervictimization at T2 in the Experimental Group compared with the Control Group
(F(1,620) = 13.71; p = 0.000).

 

Figure 2. Changes in cyberbullying over time.
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Figure 3. Changes in cybervictimization over time.

We tested the effectiveness of the intervention for boys and girls. For this purpose, repeated
measures ANOVAs were carried out separately for boys and girls. For cyberbullying (see Figure 4),
the results showed a significant interaction time * condition (F(1,1000) = 6.20; p = 0.013) among boys, but
a non-significant interaction time * condition among girls (F(1,1000) = 0.61; p = 0.44). Bonferroni post
hoc analyses indicated an increase of cyberbullying at T2 among boys of the Control Group (F(1,282)
= 9.66; p = 0.002). For cybervictimization (see Figure 5), the results showed a significant interaction
time * condition (F(1,1000) = 10.68; p = 0.001) among boys, but not for girls (F(1,1000) = 1.28; p = 0.26).
The results revealed that both cyberbullying and cybervictimization varied across groups and gender,
indicating a significant decrease of both cyberbullying and cybervictimization over time among boys
in the EG (but not girls). Post hoc analyses underlined a decrease in cybervictimization at T2 among
boys for the Experimental Group (F(1,282) = 11.14; p = 0.001).

  

Figure 4. Changes in cyberbullying over time by gender.
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Figure 5. Changes in cybervictimization over time by gender.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to present results of the effectiveness of the Tabby Improved Prevention
Program (TIPIP), a multi-component program developed by combining the Ecological System
Theory [30,31] and the Threat Assessment Approach [32–35]. We evaluated the short-term impact of
the TIPIP on reducing cyberbullying and cybervictimization, by also looking at gender differences.

The results clearly show the efficacy of the TIPIP after six months of its extensive and
thorough application, with reductions of cyberbullying and cybervictimization reported by students.
The decreases in cyberbullying and cybervictimization in the Experimental Group has proved to be
significant independently of student characteristics [20]. In particular, it is possible to assume that the
inclusion of components of the program such as dedicated videos and cooperative work addressing
cyberbullying and cybervictimization were those increasing its effectiveness [12].

With regard to the program’s impact on boys and girls, the results showed that the program
is effective in reducing both cyberbullying and cybervictimization among boys. In particular,
cyberbullying significantly decreased both among boys of the Experimental Group, while boys’
cyberbullying overall increased in the Control Group; for girls reported the same trend, the
reduction was not significant. Similar to cyberbullying, the results showed a significant decrease
in cybervictimization only among boys of the Experimental Group, while no significant differences
were found among girls. However, it should be noticed that, even if not significant, a decrease in both
cyberbullying and cybervictimization was observed among girls of the Experimental Group.

It is clear that the Tabby Improved Prevention and Intervention Program (TIPIP) works better
for boys. These results are similar to those reported by Menesini and colleagues [28], who found a
significant reduction of cyberbullying only among boys, and by Del Rey and colleagues [25], who
found that the ConRed program was successful in reducing both cyberbullying and cybervictimization
among boys. However, further studies are needed to understand whether this difference has to do
with the components of the program, or on the role of other dimensions here not analyzed that might
mediate such an effect such as empathy or moral disengagement [25,47].

We believe that one of the main strengths of this intervention program lies in the comprehensive
cyberbullying and cybervictimization multicomponent theoretically driven approach. Furthermore,
the activities undertaken with students were all planned to include curricula on classroom rules and
cooperative group work, all elements that have been proven to be effective in preventing school
bullying [10–13,29,48–52]. Also, all steps of the program were delivered, monitored and controlled
one by one by the researchers, in cooperation with teachers and students. This reduces a risk of those
programs where just a few days presence of an expert is provided as part of the program and material
is distributed without any supervision or implementation check.
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5. Conclusions

The current study has certain limitations. As in the majority of educational research,
straightforward randomization is not always possible, and students were allocated to the conditions
via their class [46]. Classes were randomly allocated to the research conditions by the researcher
(to avoid possible teacher selection bias) and the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient was calculated.
Possible contamination effects due to students of Experimental and Control Groups talk to each other
were handled by the first author, which carried out all the activities with students of the Experimental
Group. We cannot exclude, however, that some students from different groups talked to each other,
although we did include this question at the end of the questionnaire and no contamination appeared
from the analyses of the responses. However, we believe that due to the nature of the activities
undertaken, that are most related to group work, negotiating and sharing common definitions and
knowledge, the possible and simple word of mouth would not have affected the effectiveness of the
program in its final results. A second possible limitation of the present study is related to the sole
use of self-reported measures. In fact, despite their advantages [53], students could under-report
their involvement in cyberbullying and/or cybervictimization or they could answer in a socially
desirable manner [54]. As suggested by Topcu and Erdur-Backer [55], to overcome this limitation,
multiple sources of information (for example peer, teacher and parent reports) could be used to
investigate cyberbullying and cybervictimization. A third limitation concerns the short time of the
follow-up measure (six months) and the lack of a long-term follow-up. According to the standards
of evidence of prevention science [56], to claim that a program is effective, it would be necessary to
report program efficacy in at least one long-term follow-up. Finally, repeated Anovas measures to test
the program efficacy in reducing cyberbullying and cybervictimization for boys and girls as these are
somehow skewed. However, even if our data were not normally distributed, we believe, consistent
with Norman [57], that due to our sample size ‘the means would be approximately normally distributed
regardless of the original distribution’.

Despite the aforementioned limitations, to the best of our knowledge, the present study is the
first one aimed at investigating the effectiveness of a holistic, theoretically based cyberbullying and
cybervictimization prevention program developed by combining the Ecological System Theoryand
the Threat Assessment Approach, and the use of an actuarial self-reported instrument which has
vast potential of use. We can conclude and show that this program and its components and its
procedure is worth extending and promoting as a promising solution to address cyberbullying and
cybervictimization as a vicious public health concern.
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Abstract: Background: The aim of the study was to compare the level of self-confidence in dealing
with problems at school, the attitude towards bullying situations and the recommended strategies
to cope with bullying in two samples of pre-service teachers (PSTs). The PSTs were in training
to become teachers with special education needs students (SEN) and came from two different
countries (Italy and Greece). Methods: A questionnaire survey was made involving 110 Italian and
84 Greek PSTs. Results: The results about self-confidence showed that Greek PSTs had lower outcome
expectations and a higher external locus of causality than Italian PSTs. Teachers’ training programs
and school preventive intervention were also discussed. Conclusions: Because the participants in this
investigation will be teachers in the near future, they require specific training on bullying in general
and in students with SEN in particular.

Keywords: bullying; intervention; pre-service teachers; special education needs students

1. Introduction

Bullying is a well-known problem that involves students in primary and secondary school.
The phenomenon is defined as an aggressive behaviour, repeated over time, in which the victim
perceives a power imbalance [1,2]. The different forms of bullying are classified on the basis of the
overt/covert dichotomy: overt bullying includes physical aggressions such as hitting, punching or
kicking, or verbal aggressions such as insults or threats; covert bullying is a type of relational aggression
and includes less visible actions such as gossiping, social exclusion or isolation [3,4]. Early research
addressed students with Special Education Needs (SEN) and bullying victimization. Rose and Cage [5]
showed students with disabilities and/or SEN to be generally more involved in the dynamics of
bullying; they also turn out to be engaged in higher levels of perpetration than their peers without
disabilities. Similarly, in their investigation about bullying among students with and without SEN,
Fink et al. [6] argued that children with SEN are at greater risk of victimization (covert and overt)
than other students. While children with SEN have a victimization rate between 30% (children with
reading difficulties [7]) and 83% (children with learning difficulties [8]), children without SEN have a
victimization rate of <20% [9]. Thus, SEN increases vulnerability to bullying and bullying in its turn
increases distress and may inhibit the child’s capability of entertaining positive social interactions in
school and in other contexts [1]. McLaughlin and colleagues [10] suggested that this vulnerability
was related to peer isolation, relational difficulties and poor acceptance in classrooms. In detail,
the motives of the victimization are well explained by Pavri and Luftig [11]. The authors suggest that
students with SEN demonstrate poor social competence: for example, delays in social development
and lack of skills in initiating and sustaining positive social relationships and interpreting social
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cues. Moreover, they often demonstrate pervasive deficits in social functioning, exhibiting more
aggressive and negative behaviours. In many ways, students with SEN have less sophisticated social
skills that lead them to misinterpret social cues and to use ineffective responses [12]. Consequently,
peers use covert behaviour, such as rejecting or ignoring them, instilling a sense of loneliness in
students with SEN [13]. As underlined by Bryant, Smith and Bryant [14], inclusion is considered the
best way to respond to the needs of students with SEN to avoid margination: inclusive education
has a positive effect on social functioning [15–17]. To build an inclusive classroom and to take care
of students (to respond to their emotional and psychosocial needs), teachers undoubtedly play a
central role [18–20]: in the classroom, the teacher could create a context to enable students with and
without SEN to learn and develop social competence, learning from each other. Moreover, because the
highest victimization rate is in students with SEN, the teacher should pay particular attention to
bullying [21]. Nevertheless, an analysis of the literature indicates that teachers tend to underestimate
bullying episodes (particularly covert bullying) when reported by students with SEN, thus ignoring
the victimization [10]. At the same time, research has shown that teachers play a key role in intervening
to stop it, for example, by managing the classroom and/or suggesting ad hoc coping strategies to the
victim [22,23]: fostering social development in the classroom may yield more appropriate interactions
in social settings, also allowing bystanders and other third parties to intervene more often and/or
more strongly in the defence of the victim.

Coping Strategies. Davis and Nixon [9] conducted an interesting study to evaluate students’
perceptions about the effectiveness of the strategies used to reduce both overt and covert bullying at
school. Their findings confirmed that students with SEN reported higher levels of victimization due
to their disability. Regarding strategies to cope with the phenomenon, about one-third of students
suggested that accessing support from peers and adults was the most helpful strategy. In particular,
students appreciated adults telling them that they did the right thing to report what was happening,
suggesting conflict resolution and/or the use of assertive communication. These adults listened and
encouraged students, telling them that bullying was not their fault and suggesting that things would
get better. However, the interventions of more than one-third of adults at school were described by
victims as inefficient and did not affect their victimization. Some students reported that the intervention
of one-third of adults at school made things get worse. The adults may have blamed the student for
the victimization, told them to stop reporting it to adults, or instructed them to tell the bully how the
victim feels (e.g., crying, venting), solve the problem him/herself (e.g., planning for revenge) and not
tattle (e.g., ignoring). Scolding the victim for tattling was reported by the students as having the most
negative impact in stopping the bully. Nevertheless, the authors stated that students with SEN reported
that adults told them not to tattle almost twice as often as students without SEN. As emphasized by
Cortes and Kochenderfer-Ladd [24], however, not only are avoidance behaviours generally ineffective
but they may even have a reverse buffering effect that worsens the situation. If the teacher fails to
express concern or to share appropriate advice about bullying, the students may feel uncomfortable
approaching him/her not only as far as bullying is involved but also for guidance and support for other
problems. On the other hand, Sokol et al. [25] examined the teachers’ perspectives in responding to
overt and covert bullying. Their study aimed to investigate the strategy perceived to be most effective.
Their findings showed that participants were most likely to suggest to victims to report the episode to
school staff. At the same time, teachers indicated that suggestions were related both to circumstances
and the victim’s characteristics: in some cases, the teacher recommended a contradictory approach,
suggesting that they ignore the bully and express their feelings (venting). In other cases, teachers’
recommendations were vague or insufficient to help the victims to stop the bullying. Thus, teachers
may give conflicting and confusing messages to victims that could be perceived as useless. Therefore,
because students will ask for help from adults, teachers must be ready to intervene in bullying episodes,
suggesting more effective coping strategies. In particular, when students involved in bullying episodes
have SEN [21], a strategy that worsens the situation could isolate them even more. The teacher’s
ability to intervene effectively in bullying cases was associated with the confidence that she/he has
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the capability to address problems at school [25–27]. As suggested by Roland and Galloway [28],
students are less likely to become involved in bullying episodes when they perceive that teachers
pay attention to them, particularly when a teacher is able to care for students, promote a positive
environment in the classroom [29,30] and manage matters of learning and behaviour in a positive way.
In the literature, the feeling of confidence was related to several explanations [25,31]. Among them,
authors such Denzine, Cooney and McKenzie [32] described self-efficacy, outcome expectations and
causal explanations given to each episode of bullying. According to Bandura [33], self-efficacy is the
individual’s perception of being able to cope with a certain task. In teachers, this perception is about
his/her capability to produce outcomes (e.g., student engagement and learning) even if students are
unmotivated or difficult [34]: teachers who sense a good relationship with their classroom tend to
express higher level of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is related to the chance of successfully intervening
with bullying episodes. Findings from an investigation by Veenstra et al. [35] showed that classes
in which teachers had a high self-efficacy also had lower occurrences of bullying. Thus, if teachers
consider a bullying episode as serious, they are more likely to intervene if they have the knowledge
and skills to act effectively [36,37]. A related notion is outcome expectations; that is, the belief that the
behaviour will follow as a consequence of a specific outcome [38]. Teachers’ expectation about students’
outcomes affect the behaviour and the type and quality of interaction in the classroom [39]. If teachers
have high expectations, they build a positive emotional environment [40] and increase their efforts to
cope with problematic situations that occur in a classroom [41]. Social cognitivists make a distinction
between outcome expectations and locus of causality [42]. The locus of causality has been described
as the expectation of being able to control or reinforce the environment [43,44]. As underlined by
Wang et al. [45], teachers tend to ascribe student’s failure to external causes. These could be related
to social and family distress or personal problems. Conversely, students’ success is attributed to an
internal cause, for example, the teachers’ ability to challenge the student and stimulate interest in
the subject. The internal locus of causality permits the teacher to intervene actively in a problematic
situation that occurs in the classroom [46], such as bullying episodes. Pre-Service Teachers [PST],
that is, persons who have no teaching experience but are enrolled in a training programme (like
a university or post-university course) preparing them to become in-service teachers [IST], are a
particularly interesting population. Authors [47] found that PSTs are more likely than ISTs to display a
low external locus of causality and to ascribe positive changes in the relationships between students
to their own behaviour in the classroom. PSTs may also feel more secure about their capability of
supporting the victims, for example, by encouraging proactivity on the part of the bystanders [27]
but not in the families’ involvement. As suggested by Bagley, Woods and Woods [48], the parent’s
involvement is particularly important when students with SEN are bullied. PSTs may also feel that
they would more likely intervene in response to overt aggression than to covert [49]; however, as
described above, students with SEN are more likely to be the targets of covert bullying. This may
signal that these teachers had not (or not yet) been trained and sensitized to properly address bullying,
particularly when pupils with SEN are involved [47,48]. In general, too high expectations on the
part of PSTs may end up in burnout when unsupported by reality [50]. Specific training on bullying,
its consequences in the life of the victims, the third parties and the bullies themselves and how to
recognize and effectively cope with it, could then be useful both to enable the prospective teachers to
handle the actual situations in which they will likely find themselves and to help prevent consequences
on their mental health and professional well-being.

Current Study. Based on this literature review, we compared two samples of pre-service teacher
(PST) training to become special education teachers from two different countries (Italy and Greece)
characterized by different levels of problem severity. In particular, we intended to compare (i) the level
of self-confidence in dealing with problems at school (self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations and
locus of causality) of Italian and Greek PSTs; (ii) the attitude towards bullying situations (perceived
seriousness of bullying, empathy with the victims and likelihood of intervention) of Italian and Greek
PSTs; and (iii) the strategies of intervention in bullying situations recommended by Italian and Greek
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PSTs. (iv) We also intended to analyse the relationship between the recommended strategies to cope
with bullying and the self-confidence and the attitude towards bullying in Greek and Italian PSTs.
Previous research showed that PSTs perceive themselves as capable of effective intervention in bullying
episodes (e.g., by encouraging viewers to be more pro-active) [27] when there was an overt episode [51].
However, Purdy and Mc Guckin [21] underlined that PSTs were not trained and sensitized to properly
address the problem, particularly when the student involved in the bullying episode had SEN. In their
investigation, the authors asked PSTs to describe their experience of dealing with bullying incidents
(including incidents involving children with SEN) during school placement. The findings showed a
lack of preparation of PSTs as a result of the lack of training on disablist bullying and “a subsequent
lack of confidence in dealing with such incidents which were found to be often challenging and
complex” [21] (p. 202). A European study on bullying found that in Italy, in a sample of 5042 students
in secondary school, 15% declared themselves to be victims of bullying. Among 4987 students in
Greece, this percentage was more than doubled (33%). The cause of bullying episodes was ascribed
to a disability in 32% of cases in the Italian sample and 24% of cases in the Greek sample. Moreover,
the findings showed that information about bullying (e.g., what this phenomenon is, how to cope
with a bully, etc.) came mainly from school in both countries (30% in Italy, 39% in Greece). School is
considered the most suitable place to talk about bullying (30% and 26%, respectively) and the most
common coping strategy for victims was to ask for help from teachers (respectively 29% and 30%) [52].
Based on the above data, the aim of this study was explorative: the novelty of this work lies in the
fact that, for the first time, self-confidence, attitude towards bullying and suggested strategies were
compared in two PST samples of different nationalities. In particular, bullying is more common in
Greece than in Italy and a greater proportion of people with disabilities are victims in Italy than
in Greece.

Our expectations were the following:

1. We expected both Italian and Greek PSTs to have: (i) high levels of self-confidence in their
capability of coping with problems at school, (ii) high levels of self-efficacy and expectations of
outcomes and (iii) a prevalent internal locus of causality [47].

2. We (i) expected both Italian and Greek PSTs to perceive bullying, especially when overt, as a
serious problem and to feel empathy toward the victims; however, (ii) we expected a higher
likelihood of will to intervene in the Italian sample, due to the higher degree of victimization in
Greece [52].

3. We expected in both the Italian and the Greek PSTs: (i) the strategies “Tell someone” and “Tell the
bully how the victim feels” to be positively related to self-confidence, perceived seriousness of
the episode, empathy with the victims and likelihood of intervention and (ii) the strategies “Solve
the problem himself” and “Do not tattle” to be negatively related to the same variables [25].

To understand the perception that PSTs have both of bullying and of their own means to cope
with it would allow to better tailor courses aimed at improving their relevant skills. Both the
investigation and the intervention are particularly needed in countries where bullying appears to be
more widespread and even more so where students with disabilities are particularly targeted.

2. Method

2.1. Ethical Statement

The study presented in this article conformed to the provisions of the Declaration of Helsinki in
1995, revised in Edinburgh 2000 [53]. All ethical guidelines were followed, as required for conducting
human research, including adherence to the legal requirements of Italy. The research project was
approved by the Directors of the Master. Since there was no medical treatment or other procedures
that could cause psychological or social harm to participants, additional ethical approval was not
required. With the approval of the Directors of the Master, participants were asked for authorization to
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administer the questionnaire. The cover sheet clearly explained the research aim, the voluntary nature
of participation, the anonymity of the data and the elaboration of the findings. Thus, returning the
questionnaires implied consent. Participants volunteered in the research without receiving any reward.

2.2. Participants

A total of 194 PSTs aged 22–52 (mean age 28 years, SD = 6.94) provided the data. The majority of
respondents were female (179; 92%), confirming the trend in most countries [54,55]. Approximately
110 (57%) PSTs were Italian, aged 22–52 (mean age 27 years, SD = 6.8), with 96% females. They were
recruited from the University of Torino (Italy), where they were attending the last year of the Master’s
course in Education. Eighty-four (43%) PSTs were Greek, aged 23–51 (mean age 29 years, SD = 6.94),
with 87% females. They were recruited from the University of Torino, where they were attending a
Master’s course in Relational Competence in Teaching. The Greek students had courses in English,
so they had to verify their knowledge of the language upon registration. Both groups (Italian and
Greek students) were attending a course in preparing teachers to teach students with SEN. In most
cases, Greek PSTs had work experience in teaching (68; 82.9%): for 38 PSTs, the duration of teaching
experience was less than five years and for the rest of the sample, it was more than five years.
Italian PSTs had teaching experience in 52 cases (47.3%): for 31 PSTs, the duration was less than five
years and for 21, it was more than five years (χ2 = 25.65; p = 0.000).

2.3. Materials

Participants were asked to anonymously fill out a self-administered questionnaire consisting
of several sections. The first section described the purpose of the investigation and contained the
instructions for replying, the anonymity and privacy statements and questions about the respondent’s
sex and age. The second part aimed to investigate the participants’ self-confidence in dealing with
problems at school, their attitudes towards bullying and victimisation in the case of overt and covert
bullying and the strategies suggested to stop bullying. The measures used in this study were the
Teacher Efficacy Scale (TES) [56], the Bullying Attitude Questionnaire [57] and the recommended
strategies for coping with bullying. We used the three-factor model of TES [32], which included
(i) three items measuring self-efficacy beliefs (SEB) (e.g., “If one of my students couldn’t do a class
assignment, I would be able to accurately assess whether the assignment was at the correct level of
difficulty”); (ii) three items measuring outcome expectation (OE) (e.g., “If a student masters a new
concept quickly, this might be because I knew the necessary steps in teaching that concept”); and (iii)
four items measuring external locus of causality beliefs (E-LOC) (e.g., “A teacher is very limited in
what he/she can achieve because of a student’s home environment”). Each item was measured on
a five-point scale (from 1 = strong disagreement, to 5 = strong agreement). Reliability, assessed with
Cronbach’s alpha, was SEB α = 0.54 (range 3–15); OE α = 0.63 (3–15); E-LOC α = 0.53 (4–20).

The Bullying Attitude Questionnaire included six scenarios hinging on either overt (such as
physical or verbal) or covert (such as social exclusion) bullying episodes. Following the description
of the scenarios, three items sought to evaluate the perceived seriousness of the episode (measured
on a five-point scale from 1 = not serious, to 5 = very serious), the degree of empathy towards the
victim (measured on a five-point scale from 1 = strong disagreement, to 5 = strong agreement) and the
likelihood of intervention (measured on a five-point scale from 1 = not likely, to 5 = very likely). The six
subscales were thus aimed at evaluating the three dimensions described above (perceived seriousness
of the episode, empathy towards the victim and likelihood of intervention) in overt and covert bullying,
each represented in three scenarios. Each subscale ranged between 3–15 points. The reliability of the
subscales was measured with Cronbach’s alpha: seriousness of overt bullying (α = 0.65); seriousness of
covert bullying (α = 0.64); empathy in overt bullying (α = 0.82); empathy in covert bullying (α = 0.74);
likelihood of intervention in overt bullying (α = 0.66); and likelihood of intervention in covert bullying
(α = 0.60).
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Regarding the recommended strategies for coping with bullying, participants were asked which
strategies they would recommend to a child victim of bullying. Then, they were asked about their
usage of ten different strategies, responding yes (score 2), sometimes (scored 1) or no (scored 0). In line
with previous research [9], we divided the strategies in four categories: (1) accessing support from
peers and adults (3 items, ranged 0–6; for example, “Tell parents”); (2) telling the bully how the
victim feels (2 items, ranged 0–4; for example, “Crying”); (3) solving the problem him/herself (3 items,
ranged 0–6; for example, “Fighting”); and (4) instructing them not to tattle (2 items, ranged 0–4;
for example, “Ignoring”) (Cronbach’s alpha α = 0.53).

For the Italian sample, we used the Italian version of the questionnaire, which was already used
in an investigation on bullying involving teachers [21]. Statistical analyses were performed with SPSS,
version 22 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). Descriptive measures (means ± SD) were calculated for all test
variables for all groups of participants. The different scores were examined using analysis of variance
(ANOVA); eta squared was calculated to estimate the effect size. Correlations and regression analysis
were calculated to examine the relationship between self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, locus of
causality, perceived seriousness of bullying, empathy with the victims, likelihood of intervention and
strategies recommended to cope with bullying, in each group of participants (Italian and Greek PSTs).

2.4. Procedure

The data were collected by one of the authors of this paper and by assistants trained by the
researchers. The participants were contacted through their academic courses and were informed
that they were participating in a study to investigate the bullying phenomenon in their own point of
view. Data collection involved completion of a structured questionnaire submitted on paper. All the
participants were informed that participation was voluntary and that their responses were anonymous.
The self-report questionnaire (both the Italian version and the English version) took approximately
20 min to complete. The participants were asked to insert the completed questionnaire in a slot box, so
to guarantee anonymity. All the questionnaires were group administered in classrooms in a single day,
with the permission of the Directors of the Master before the beginning of a lesson and were returned
immediately. The response rate in both groups was 100% and all questionnaires were completely filled
in. Therefore, none was excluded. The study was conducted in accordance with privacy requirements.
This procedure was in accordance with the code of ethics of the Italian Association of Professional
Psychologists and Italian law (the latter concerning privacy).

3. Results

The first aim of this study was to compare the level of self-confidence in dealing with problems at
school (distinguishing between self-efficacy, outcome expectations and locus of causality) of Italian
and Greek PSTs. The results are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Self Confidence in dealing with problems at school. Comparison between Italian and Greek
PST (one-way ANOVA).

Italian PST
(n = 110)

Greek PST
(n = 84)

M (SD) M (SD) F p η2

Self-efficacy beliefs (range 3–15) 9.20 (1.573) 9.17 (2.159) 0.020 n.s. 0.000
Outcome expectations (range 3–15) 10.28 (1.848) 8.90 (2.234) 14.437 0.000 0.089

External locus of causality (range 4–20) 9.99 (2.179) 11.74 (2.414) 17.542 0.000 0.107

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; F = Fisher’s ratio; p = p value; n.s. = not statistically significant; η2 = eta
square; As shown in Table 1, Greek PSTs had lower outcome expectations and a higher external locus of causality
than Italian PSTs. No differences were found in self-efficacy beliefs.
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The second aim of this study was to compare the attitude towards bullying situations
(distinguishing between perceived seriousness of bullying, empathy with the victims and likelihood of
intervention) in Italian and Greek PSTs. The results are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Attitude toward bullying. Comparison between Italian and Greek PST (one-way ANOVA)
(Range: 3–15).

Italian PST
(n = 110)

Greek PST
(n = 84)

M (SD) M (SD) F p η2

Seriousness (overt) 12.63 (1.842) 12.64 (1.857) 0.002 n.s. 0.000
Seriousness (covert) 12.78 (1.829) 12.82 (1.904) 0.013 n.s. 0.000

Empathy (overt) 11.71 (2.421) 10.79 (3.223) 3.409 0.048 0.151
Empathy (covert) 11.61 (2.333) 10.58 (2.992) 4.683 0.032 0.177

Intervention (overt) 12.84 (1.904) 12.67 (2.442) 0.196 n.s. 0.001
Intervention (overt) 12.82 (1.897) 12.46 (2.234) 0.925 n.s. 0.006

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; F = Fisher’s ratio; p = p value; n.s. = not statistically significant;
η2 = eta square.

As shown in Table 2, no statistically significant differences were found between Italian and Greek
PSTs concerning perceived seriousness of bullying and the likelihood of intervention in cases of both
overt and covert bullying. Furthermore, Greek PSTs reported a lower level of empathy than Italian
PSTs in cases of both overt and covert bullying.

The third aim was to compare the strategies of intervention in bullying situations recommended
to students by Italian and Greek PSTs. The results are reported in Table 3.

Table 3. Strategies of intervention. Comparison between Italian and Greek PST (one-way ANOVA).

Italian PST
(n = 110)

Greek PST
(n = 84)

M (SD) M (SD) F p η2

Tell someone
(range 0–6) 5.66 (0.67) 5.21 (1.24) 8.14 0.005 0.053

Tell the bully how the victim feels
(range 0–4) 1.91 (1.97) 1.84 (0.99) 0.14 n.s. 0.001

Solve the problem himself
(range 0–6) 2.16 (0.97) 1.68 (0.88) 7.10 0.009 0.048

Do not tattle
(range 0–4) 1.46 (1.33) 2.56 (1.14) 20.98 0.000 0.128

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; F = Fisher’s ratio; p = p value; n.s. = not statistically significant;
η2 = eta square.

As shown in Table 3, Greek PSTs suggested the strategies “Tell someone” and “Solve the problem
himself” less than Italian PSTs, while they suggested the strategy “Do not tattle” significantly more
than Italian PSTs. No difference was found in the strategy “Tell the bully how the victim feels.”

The fourth aim was to analyse the relationship between recommended strategies to cope with
bullying and self-confidence and the attitude towards bullying in Greek and Italian PSTs. The results
are reported in Tables 4 and 5.
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Table 4. Correlations among variables in Greek PST (N = 84).

Tell
Someone

Tell the Bully How the
Victim Feels

Solve the Problem
Himself

Do Not
Tattle

Self-efficacy beliefs 0.12 −0.20 0.21 0.18
Outcome expectations −0.06 0.24 0.19 0.16

External locus of causality 0.13 −0.16 0.35 * 0.03
Seriousness (overt) 0.18 0.19 0.18 −0.08
Seriousness (covert) 0.12 0.24 0.05 −0.16

Empathy (overt) 0.07 0.10 0.13 0.27
Empathy (covert) 0.13 0.04 0.16 0.22

Intervention (overt) −0.06 0.04 −0.06 0.13
Intervention (covert) 0.10 −0.20 −0.24 0.03

Note: * p < 0.05.

As shown in Table 4, in Greek PSTs, we found a significant and positive correlation between
the strategy “Solve the problem himself” and an external locus of causality. Regression analysis
was performed, using “external locus of causality” as independent variable and “solve the problem
himself” as dependent. Results shown a significant causal relation between variables (β = 0.35;
p = 0.032; R2 = 0.13).

Table 5. Correlations among variables in Italian PST (N = 110).

Tell
Someone

Tell the Bully How the
Victim Feels

Solve the Problem
Himself

Do Not
Tattle

Self-efficacy beliefs −0.13 −0.01 0.17 0.001
Outcome expectations −0.12 0.01 0.09 0.14

External locus of causality −0.09 0.12 0.07 0.02
Seriousness (overt) 0.07 0.05 −0.10 −0.08
Seriousness (covert) 0.16 −0.03 −0.15 0.09

Empathy (overt) 0.12 −0.04 −0.09 0.07
Empathy (covert) 0.25 ** 0.04 −0.11 0.08

Intervention (overt) 0.17 0.17 −0.13 −0.08
Intervention (covert) 0.31 ** 0.08 −0.10 −0.05

Note: ** p < 0.01.

As shown in Table 5, in Italian PSTs, we found significant and positive correlations between
the strategy “Tell someone” and empathy and likelihood of intervention in cases of both overt and
covert bullying. Regression analysis was performed, using “empathy (covert)”as independent variable
and “tell someone” as dependent. Results did not show significant causal relation between variables
(β = 0.13; p = n.s.; R2 = 0.017). Also, the regression analysis performed with “intervention (covert)”
as independent variable and “tell someone” as dependent did not show significant causal relation
between variables (β = 0.10; p = n.s.; R2 = 0.010).

4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the differences between Italian and Greek PSTs (students in
training to become special education teachers) concerning the strategies of intervention against bullying
at school. According to the literature, the ability to cope with bullying is associated with self-efficacy,
outcome expectations and the causal explanation of the phenomenon. The first hypothesis of this
study was partially confirmed: the results showed that there are no differences between Italian and
Greek PSTs in self-efficacy: one of the main sources of self-efficacy is the direct experience of success.
An explanation could be in the characteristics of the participants: because they were PSTs, they did not
have direct classroom management experience (except for traineeships). However, Italians and Greeks
differed in their expectations of success (higher in Italians) and the external locus of causality (higher
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in Greeks). This appears to imply that the Italians had a higher expectation of success in managing
the class. As pointed out above, Gold & Roth [50] suggested that high expectations unsupported
by reality can end up in burnout. This is likely to affect the Italian PSTs in particular. On the other
hand, Greek PSTs showed a greater external locus of causality (that is a stronger tendency to attribute
causal responsibility to others than to oneself): thus, they were more at risk of underestimating the
importance of their role in managing the classroom, shifting responsibility to the families and/or the
social context. This could also hamper the attempts to create a positive context, as free as possible from
aggressive covert and overt behaviour towards students with and without SEN [18,23].

The second hypothesis of this study was partially confirmed: the findings showed that Italians and
Greeks PSTs perceived bullying as a serious problem and had a high propensity for intervening, both in
overt and covert episodes. This is an interesting finding because, as suggested by Zee and Koomen [36],
if teachers consider a bullying episode as serious, they are more likely to consider their intervention as
essential [38]. Moreover, these results are not in line with Kahn and colleagues [49] because we did
not find a greater attitude to intervene in the case of overt bullying. There is, however, a difference in
the case of empathy: Greek PSTs have a lower level of empathy towards the victim in both overt and
covert bullying. This finding is particularly interesting: from the literature, empathy is an important
predictor of intervention [3]. Finally, the lack of empathy towards the bullied pupils might influence
the students’ confidence in approaching the teacher about other types of problems, leading them to
renounce an important guide. This is particularly true for students with SEN, who need support and
information to resolve problems and difficulties [24].

Regarding strategies, the results showed a significant difference among Italian and Greek PSTs.
Italian PSTs more often suggest the ‘Tell someone’ and ‘Solve the problem him/herself’ strategies,
while Greek PSTs more often suggest the ‘Do not tattle’ strategy. An interesting finding concerns
the expression of the emotion: the ‘Tell the bully how the victim feels’ strategy was not significantly
different among Italian and Greek PSTs. Davis and Nixon [9] showed that students victims of bullying
found the ‘Tell someone’ strategy useful, while ‘do not tattle’ was less effective. Thus, the suggestion
of the strategy ‘Do not tattle,’ especially used with students with SEN, means that the victim of
bullying does not feel helped, risking further isolation and a lack of understanding. In accordance
with Rigby [58], the result is that victims of bullying risk experiencing frustration in the need for help.

Coming to the third hypothesis, only in few cases relations were found between self-confidence,
perceived seriousness of bullying, empathy with the victim, proneness to intervention and the different
strategies. In particular, the strategy ‘solve the problem him/herself,’ while recommended by Italian
PSTs, was only related to a high external locus of causality in Greek PSTs. Regression analysis confirmed
a causal relation between these two variables. This means that Greek PSTs are more likely to suggest
to the victims to find a solution themselves, indicating the PST’s inability to intervene effectively
when they attribute an external locus of causality to the problem into the classroom. Because an
external locus of causality attributes the failure to social and family distress or personal problems [45],
PSTs probably suggest this coping strategy to attribute the cause (and thus the solution) to the victim.

As described above, Italian PSTs are more prone to suggesting ‘Tell someone’ or ‘Solve the
problem him/herself’ than Greek PSTs. As previously mentioned, victims found that ‘Tell someone’
was particularly useful [9], unlike ‘Solve the problem him/herself.’ The strategy ‘Tell someone’ could
be counterproductive (reverse buffering effect) [59] if the person asked for help, such as the teacher,
suggests a poor strategy. This strategy was more commonly suggested by Italian PSTs with higher
scores in empathy and a higher propensity to intervene in covert bullying episodes. This finding
appears to be very interesting despite regression analysis did not confirm the causal relation between
the variables. According to the literature, teachers tend to underestimate covert bullying [60,61] and
are more likely to intervene in the cases of physical and verbal bullying and to take no action in cases
of social bullying [62]. Thus, this finding is not in accordance with the literature, since Italian PSTs
suggest that covert bullying victims talk about their experience. This strategy allows victims to escape
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the sense of isolation that characterizes bullying victims in general and the covert bullying victims
in particular.

There are, of course, limitations to this study. First, since participants belonged to a sample
of convenience, non-randomly selected, the results should be considered with caution and not be
generalized. Moreover, the participants’ possible previous experience with bullying (as a victim, bully,
bystander, or other role) was not investigated: such experience, however, would likely affect one’s
perception [63]. Third, the questionnaire used in this research sought to investigate the PST’s attitudes
towards bullying in the classroom and not towards bullying in students with SEN. Future research
should be addressed to investigate previous experience in bullying in PSTs and their attitude towards
bullying in students with SEN. Finally, the questionnaire did not take into account the PST’s confidence
in dealing with cyberbullying. This, too, should be the matter of future investigations.

5. Conclusions

Despite these limitations, this investigation suggests particular strategies for Italian and Greek
PST training. Because the participants in this investigation will be teachers in the near future, they
require specific training on bullying in general and on bullying in students with SEN in particular.
Concerning the former, training might include discussions of overt and covert bullying aimed at
helping distinguish it from other forms of aggression (not repetitive, not imbalanced and/or not
intentional). This could also include examples of intervention, both toward the bullies and toward the
victims. Baumann and Del Rio [64] suggested to use videos, role play and other available techniques
aimed at the understanding of theories and at the application of recommended strategies of intervention
in simulated situations. Training could also improve the ability of promoting empathy and pro-social
skills not only in bullies and victims but in the entire classroom. Furthermore, training should highlight
the central role that teachers can have in stopping the phenomenon. In fact, suggesting a strategy and
accepting the victim’s need for help can disrupt the victim-bully relationship and influence children’s
attitudes on bullying and bystanding behaviour [26,65]. Specifically, students with SEN should be
helped effectively and in a timely manner. These students are particularly vulnerable and need to
be placed in a class that can accommodate them, not isolate them. Inclusive education itself may
offer opportunities for students with SEN to interact with peers but it does not necessarily lead to
positive and supportive relationships [66]. This suggestion is specific for Italian PSTs, where the
bullying affects students with SEN more than in Greece. Moreover, for Italian PSTs the courses
ought to take into account the issue of the high outcome expectations, so to avoid the risk, discussed
above [50], that these teachers develop unrealistic expectations, unsupported by reality. Furthermore,
as suggested by Bagley, Woods and Woods [48], training courses ought to stress the importance of
parents’ involvement in cases of bullying, especially where students with SEN are involved. This is
important for all PSTs, particularly for the Greek ones, whose high external locus of causality could
lead to handing over the whole responsibility of intervention to the families. This would have several
negative consequences, among which the failure to build an effective alliance with them. As shown
by Nicolaides, Toda and Smith [26], specific training in university courses could improve teachers’
chances of a more effective intervention. These courses should focus not only on the mere concept
of bullying, its nature and causes, the protagonists and the possible coping strategies with respect to
the perpetrators, the victims, the classroom and others but also on the specific case when students
with SEN are involved. If PSTs have expertise on the issue, they could be better able to manage and
intervene effectively against bullying. This could disrupt the chain of victimization, benefiting not
only the victims and the perpetrators but also the classroom as a whole and the teacher’s well-being.
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Abstract: A growing body of research shows a correlation between an authoritative school climate
and lower levels of bullying. One objective of this study is to conceptualize authoritative intervention
in bullying cases. A second goal is to explore whether, and how, the pupils, having experienced
traditional and/or cyber victimization, perceive that the class teacher is demonstrating authoritative
leadership when intervening in long-lasting cases of bullying. Class teacher refers to the teacher that
has a special responsibility for the class. The article presents the findings from nine semi-structured
interviews with four Irish and five Norwegian pupils. The informants were between 12 to 18 years of
age and had experienced either traditional victimization or both traditional and cyber victimization
for 1 to 7 years. The informants were selected because their cases had been reported as resolved.
The findings showed no descriptions of the class teacher that appeared to fit with the authoritative
style of leadership, both high on warmth and control. The possible practical implications of these
findings are discussed.

Keywords: traditional victimization; cyber victimization; bullying; teacher styles; authoritative
leadership; warmth; control; class teacher

1. Introduction

Bullying can change a victim’s view of the people surrounding them. It can lead to lack of trust and
disappointment towards peers and a lack of involvement, but it can also evolve into disappointment
in teachers. This highlights the importance of having caring and competent teachers in school who
make it easier for the pupils to cope with bullying.

1.1. Authoritative Classroom Leadership

The authoritative style, which is high on control and high on warmth, appears to be the adult role
that produces the best results for a child’s development [1–3]. However, this important insight does
not necessarily mean that such leadership is the best way to handle bullying.

When studying the concept of authoritative classroom leadership [3–6], research refers to the first
of four parental styles, introduced by Baumrind [1,2]. The four styles are based on two dimensions:
Degree of control/demands and degree of warmth/nurturance. Authoritative (high on warmth,
high on control), authoritarian (low on warmth, high on control), indulgent (high on warmth, low on
control), and neglectful (low on warmth, low on control) are the four styles [1,2]. Control could be
defined as “enforcing demands for appropriate behavior” [3] (p. 123). Warmth could be defined as
supporting the child’s agency and individuality in addition to being sensitive and responding to the
needs of the child [3].
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Roland and Galloway [7] found a positive correlation between teacher authority in the classroom
and low levels of bullying and that improved teacher authority in the classroom reduced bullying [8].
One study has found a relationship between victimization and classroom climate that has low levels
of caring, warmth, and support [9]. Thornberg, Wänström, and Jungert [10] found that students
belonging to a classroom with an authoritative climate, measured from the students’ perspective,
were less likely to experience victimization in school. In addition, they found that an authoritative
classroom appears to be related to greater defense and less reinforcement from peers when bullying
is happening.

Bullying is predominantly proactive aggression [11,12] and adult control reduces this
aggression [7]. Teacher authority also tends to improve teacher–pupil relations and thereby pupil–pupil
relations, which stimulates the pupils to support and protect each other [7]. This could indicate that
authoritative leadership on the part of the teacher is positive when intervening with bullying, and not
just for prevention. To our knowledge, there have been no studies looking directly at teacher style in
relation to intervening for victims.

1.2. Perceived Authoritative Intervention

A challenge is that authoritative classroom leadership is described as how to address one unit,
for example a pupil or a class [3,7]. A bullying case is a strongly differentiated social system comprising
at least a bully and a victim. Furthermore, according to Marzano [13], different reactions to, or aspects
of, the authoritative style is important to emphasize dependent on what behavior is shown. Thus,
teacher authority may be differently perceived according to the roles one has in such a case.

Victim-perceived authoritative intervention has, therefore, to be defined according to teachers’
warmth and control towards both the victim and one or more bullies, as the victim presumably sees
it. It is reasonable, to assume that the victim wants the teacher to demonstrate warmth towards her
or himself, in other words that the warmth dimension of authority is highly relevant for the victim.
Another question is how the teacher should calibrate such empathy towards a child who is suffering
from bullying. What the victims say about warmth related concerns they receive from the teacher
is important.

The control dimension of authority is different from warmth when seen from the victims’
perspective. When the communication with the teacher is about the ongoing bullying, the victims
may feel humiliated if the teacher profiles control towards them. The control dimension is, however,
interesting when related to the safety of the victim, and we suggest calling this ‘perceived protective
control’. By this, we mean whether the victim realizes that the teacher is willing to stop the bullying
and/or capable of stopping the bullying. Again, it is interesting to disclose how the victims of
long-lasting bullying discuss this.

1.3. Aims of the Study

We explored how the victims described the bullying situation, and how the cases ended.
The first objective was to conceptualize authoritative intervention in bullying cases, from the assumed
perspective of the victim. A second goal was to explore the experiences and understanding of pupils
who have been bullied in regard to how teachers responded when the bullying was occurring.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

A convenience sample was used [14]. We used this because of the challenge of finding informants
who have been victims of bullying and who were willing to be interviewed. In our case, professional
connections were used, and the sample consisted of cases reported to the national centers working
with bullying in Norway and Ireland. The inclusion criteria for the sample were that the cases
should have been considered as bullying according to a standard definition: A negative repeated
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act, against someone who cannot easily defend themselves [11,12,15] resolved within the last year,
the pupils had not themselves bullied others and the victim was comfortable talking about the
victimization. In addition, to increase the possibility of finding informants, the age span was set from 8
to 18 years.

The informants were interviewed in Norway and Ireland in 2014. The school administration
had reported the cases as resolved in Norway, and the Irish cases were resolved cases reported to the
center. We interviewed 10 informants aged 8 to 18 years using semi-structured interviews: Of the
10 informants, 6 were from Norway and 4 from Ireland, including 2 boys and 8 girls. One interview
provided too little information about the teacher and was therefore excluded. In all, there were 9 cases:
2 cases were victims who had experienced traditional bullying and 7 cases were victims who had
experienced both traditional and cyberbullying. No cases included only cyberbullying.

2.2. Access and Ethics

The ethics committees in both Ireland and Norway received information about the study and
both committees approved the study. Prior to the study, the informants and the parents received
letters with information about the study. The parents with children under the age of 18 were asked to
fill out a parental consent form before they were contacted by phone to set a date for the interview.
All the informants below the age of 18 were given information about the study customized to their
age. They were also told that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Being a member
of a vulnerable group also gives these children an important voice and could, as Dalen [16] asserts,
contribute to new and important information that could improve the situation for children experiencing
similar events.

2.3. Data Collection

The data collection was conducted using individual qualitative semi-structured interviews,
jointly constructed by the members of the research team. Originally, the interview guide was written
in Norwegian and translated into English for the interviews in Ireland. Members of the research
group addressing bullying were the ones conducting the interviews. In Ireland, a Norwegian, who is
also fluent in English, conducted all interviews to secure the same meaning in the two countries.
The interview guide had different themes that were to be explored with the participants. The main
themes were: Their experience of being bullied from the beginning of the bullying to the resolution of
the situation, some of the episodes they remembered well, communication about the bullying, if and
how the bullying affected their life in general, the investigation and what was done by the school,
what measures were attempted and what social support did they receive, how they felt emotionally
and how the bullying affected their life in school and also their spare time, their relationships with the
teacher, parents, and other pupils.

The interviews were held in a private setting or a private room in the school, lasted from 30 to
90 min, and were tape-recorded. The interviews started with small talk, to make the informants as
relaxed as possible before they were asked to talk about their bullying experience. The same definition
of bullying was presented to all the informants before starting the interview. The definition stated that
bullying is a repeated aggressive act, including an imbalance of power, against someone who cannot
easily defend themselves. The interviews were transcribed using standardized methods agreed upon
in the research group, inspired by the description given in Kvale and Brinkmann [17].

2.4. Data Analysis

The first step in the analysis of the interviews was to read through of all the interviews to get an
overview of emerging themes regarding how teachers were described. The interviews where read
through a second time, and during this read through all the descriptions of the teachers were gathered
under one main node ‘teacher descriptions’. In further analysis, everything that was gathered under
‘teacher descriptions’ was read through and only the descriptions related to the class teacher were
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chosen for a new main node ‘class teacher’. As we read through the node ‘class teacher’ focusing on
themes relating to the class teachers support of the informants, two themes emerged; the class teacher
offering emotional support, and the class teacher stopping the bullying. The second step was to use a
thematic approach to identify, analyze, and report on patterns or themes that were found within the
data [18]. Rather than an inductive, a theoretical approach was used, fitting the data into pre-existing
coding frames [17] i.e., the two aspects of the authoritative teacher style; warmth and control. In this
step of the analysis, also a semantic rather than a latent approach was used, meaning that what a
participant said was more important than going beyond the semantic content of the data to identify
the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations [18]. For analysis, the qualitative data
analysis software NVivo 12 (QSR International, Melbourne, Australia) was used. This program was
used for storage and sorting of the data in addition to being helpful in the process of categorizing and
classifying the data thematically. The first read through was done by two researchers, while the latter
analysis was done by only one researcher, but with a continuous check of the interpretations by one or
two other researchers in the team. If there were disagreements, a third party was involved.

3. Findings

The first section will cover descriptions of how the bullying happened and how it stopped.
Further, the findings will be presented relating to the two main themes that occurred from our data:
Class teacher showing control and class teacher showing warmth. As different degrees and aspects of
warmth and control shown by the class teacher were described, the main node of control and warmth
was divided in to lacking, low, medium, and high. A teacher that had a high or medium on both
control and warmth would be categorized as authoritative. The findings, however, showed that none
of the nine informants perceived their class teacher as having had a high or medium score on both
warmth and control. The findings regarding the main nodes of control and warmth will, therefore,
be presented separately. Later in the process, we changed control to ‘protective control’.

3.1. How Did the Bullying Happen and How Did It Stop

The informants were all asked how the bullying happened. None of them described having
experienced physical bullying. The most common descriptions were negative comments and exclusion,
both in real life and online. For the victims that had experienced both types of victimization,
the bullying was often described as starting with exclusion and negative comments in real life,
which then followed to similar occurrences online for example on the social media platform,
Instagram. Only one of the informants, having experienced both traditional and cyber victimization,
described being victimized by someone else online than the ones they were interacting with in the
school setting.

When describing how the bullying stopped, none of the informants described their class teacher
being directly involved in this. Over half of the informants changed school, describing this as a new
start. A couple of the informants experienced that the bullying just stopped without any special
measures being done. The last informant isolated herself from the other pupils and explained that this
was the reason that the bullying stopped.

3.2. Class Teachers and Perceived Protective Control

The content of all the descriptions related to the perception of the class teacher as lacking or low
on protective control impacted on the victim’s perceived belief that the teacher could stop the bullying.
The class teachers were mainly perceived as passive or having low competence. On the question of
what the teacher would do to stop the bullying, over half of the participants described their class
teachers as lacking protective control: “They did not react to it” (Norwegian girl, 17), “The teachers
were just completely ignoring that it happened, I didn’t get anything sorted” (Irish girl, 17). In addition
to experiencing that the teachers did not react to their victimization with constructive measures, also a
lack of communication about what the teacher thought and would do was described: “The teachers
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kept it to themselves” (Irish girl, 18), “The teacher actually did not say anything to me” (Irish girl, 13).
A few of the class teachers were described as low on protective control. What classified the teacher
being described as low on protective control were that they tried to intervene, but the informant
described that the teacher had challenges due to possible lack of experience: “She tried everything she
could, but it’s difficult when you don’t have the experience” (Norwegian girl, 14). “The teacher talked
to us and it was very time consuming, I felt it only got worse, because then we could hear what the
other one felt and we ended up getting mad at each other” (Norwegian girl, 13), “The teacher tried but
he gave up because there was nothing to do” (Norwegian girl, 12). None of the class teachers were
described as medium or high regarding protective control.

3.3. Class Teachers and Perceived Warmth

The perceptions of the degree of warmth shown by class teachers was revealed from the extent to
which the informants reported they could talk to their teachers about bullying, as well as their general
relationship with the class teacher. Warmth was also described as either lacking, low, medium, or high.

High on warmth is described as a good relationship where the informants experience that the
teacher is there for them and that they can tell them everything and get the feeling of being heard.
In our analysis, only one class teacher was found to be described in a way that could be interpreted
as high on warmth: “She tried to help me, and she knew how I was feeling in a way. It was just
like she was there for me, just like a friend kind of” (Norwegian girl, 14). Medium means they have
an ok relationship and the informant and can tell the teacher about the experienced victimization.
The informant trusts the teacher and tells him or her about the bullying. The teacher is described as an
overall nice person to everyone, but not as having an especially good relationship with the informant.
A couple of the informants described their class teacher as medium on warmth: “She was nice to
everyone” (Norwegian girl, 13), “I don’t trust that many teachers really, but I trust my class tutor”
(Norwegian girl, 12). A couple of informants also described their class teacher as low on warmth.
With low, the informants described not talking much to their class teacher about having experienced
the victimization and they described only telling their class teacher, but not having conversations
about it: “I went to my tutor, my class tutor and I told her I was being bullied” (Irish girl, 18). Half of
the informants described their class teacher in a way that could be related to a lack of warmth. To lack
warmth refers to an absence of, or not a good, relationship described between the informant and their
class teacher. They did not feel they could tell their class teacher what was going on. On the question
if he could tell the teacher, one informant said “no” (Irish boy, 18). The informants also described it
being difficult to trust their class teacher, “she pretends to be nice but she is not really” (Irish girl, 13).
Another informant did not feel that she was taken seriously: “She meant I did not have a problem,
so she did not listen to what I said. She only talked to me about my grades not to how I was doing”
(Norwegian girl, 17). One informant described experiencing a situation where teacher supported the
bullying taking place, “she encouraged the bullying. The teacher would never listen” (Irish girl, 17).

4. Discussion of Findings

One goal of the present study was to conceptualize teacher authority in responding to bullying,
as perceived by the victim. We did this by relating the two main dimensions of authority—warmth
and control [1,2] to the bullying core system, the victim and the bully or bullies, as perceived by the
victim. From a theoretical perspective, we argued that a preferable teacher approach perceived by
the victim would be warmth towards her or himself and control towards the bullies regarding their
behavior. The other main goal, which was related to the first one, was to identify whether and how the
class teachers demonstrate authoritative leadership in their work with long-lasting cases of bullying,
from the perspective of the pupils having experienced victimization.

Our conceptualization of teacher authority related to a bullying case, as perceived by the
victim, helped in analyzing the cases. The findings showed that none of these nine informants
who experienced long-lasting cases of victimization gave a description of their class teacher that could
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be characterized as an authoritative teacher style regarding intervention to stop bullying. In other
words, the nonappearance of teacher authority coincides with long-lasting bullying.

Our findings do not say that an authoritative style as conceptualized in this study would have
hindered long-lasting bullying. This result is of interest and we will now focus on some of the possible
reasons for the class teacher being perceived as low on control and/or low on warmth, or even lacking
both aspects.

4.1. Lacking or Low on Control

The findings show that none of the participants perceived their class teachers as being medium
or high on control. In fact, all participants perceived their class teachers as either lacking or low on
control. There could be many reasons why a class teacher is perceived as low on control in a case of
bullying. One reason could be the lack of competence in identifying bullying. Research has shown
that teachers who experience bullying behavior as normative seem to be less likely to intervene and
put an end to the bullying [19,20]. The teacher might not have understood that the child has been
bullied and, therefore, did not find it necessary to act. Previous research has shown that teachers do
not always know how to interpret what is happening, or do not know what bullying looks like [21].
Thus, a lack of competence could be related to uncertainty regarding what type of measures should
be implemented. Research also has shown that when teachers believe that they lack the skills to be
able to effectively intervene in a bullying situation, it decreases the possibility that they will intervene,
and they are more likely to ignore the bullying [22]. One informant excuses her class teacher for not
efficiently intervening in bullying as due to lack of competence: “She tried everything that she could,
but it’s difficult when you don’t have the experience” (Norwegian girl, 14). When lacking competence,
the teacher might decide to not do anything for fear of doing something that they think might be
wrong. However, we argue that by not doing anything, the teachers are negative role models because
they ignore bullying behavior and, in some cases, could actually be contributing to bullying children
themselves [23]. One informant described her class teacher as one of the bullies: “She encouraged the
bullying. The teacher would never listen so I gave up telling them” (Irish girl, 17).

4.2. Lacking or Low on Warmth

The findings show that only one participant perceived their class teachers as high on warmth,
and only a couple described their class teacher as medium in this regard. Over half of the informants
described their class teacher as low or lacking warmth. There could be several reasons why many
of the class teachers seem to show little or no warmth towards the informants who experienced
victimization. For instance, variations in teachers’ responses might reflect teachers’ lack of empathy [24].
Teachers who show empathy for others seem to be more likely to identify, report, and intervene when
discovering bullying [22]. Some class teachers were described as not acknowledging the bullying
and reacting with low empathy towards the child talking about their experience of victimization:
“She meant I did not have a problem. So she did not listen to what I said” (Norwegian girl, 17).
In relation to the empathy shown by the teacher, the type of bullying also seems to impact the quality
of the teacher’s intervention. Teachers have less empathy and intervene less when witnessing relational,
verbal, or cyber victimization compared to physical victimization [24,25]. Other studies showed that
relational victimization is considered to be less serious than physical and verbal bullying [22]. However,
the reasons for this difference are not necessarily a sign of a lack of empathy, but could be because
physical bullying is easier to observe than relational and verbal victimization. None of the informants
in this study described experiencing physical bullying, which might be easier to uncover. This lack of
physical bullying might be one of the reasons why the cases lasted for such a long time.

5. Limitations of the Study

This study provides important qualitative information from informants who have experienced
long-term victimization; however, there are some limitations. Finding children who had experienced
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victimization and agreed to be interviewed is not an easy task, and, therefore, a convenience sample
was used.

The study only provides a retrospective perspective of the child, and the memories can be
imprecise. This may particularly have been the case for the oldest memories. It is also possible that a
victim of bullying consciously hides information or presents it in certain ways, for unknown reasons.
The perspective of others, for example those of the parents, teachers, and bystanders could have added
valuable information.

There is also controversy regarding whether children should be used for rating teachers’
behavior [26,27]. However, in the field of bullying, it is important to present the perspective of
the children who have experienced the victimization in addition to their experiences of the teacher,
especially in regard to how the victims are handled when they report their bullying experience.
It should also be argued that the power imbalance between the child and teacher could make it even
harder for the informants describing their teachers’ behavior as negative.

6. Conclusion and Future Research

Our sample is small, but the findings are in many ways consistent. Most of the victims in these
long-lasting cases described absence of warmth from the class teacher, which strongly indicates that
such comfort from a significant adult is important in a time of great emotional distress. Furthermore,
all the victims criticize the class teacher for not offering what we conceptualize as protective control.
This demonstrates that these pupils expect their class teacher to protect them from the bullying.

From our study, we cannot say what approach is the best in performing protective control.
One obvious goal is to stop the bullying, and effectivity in this regard is, therefore, important.
Another significant issue is the impact different forms of intervention may have on the bullies’ emotions
and roles in class and the school community. One should consider different forms of intervention both
in regard to short-term effects and long-term benefits [28]. Moreover, schools must consider whether
the class teachers need some assistance in communicating with those who bully, as this is not always
straight forward [29]. Protective control could possibly also be given by the class teacher via special
trained personnel.

Examples of good practice from Norway and Ireland concerning bullying prevention are,
for example, anti-bullying programs, such as Olweus and Respect from Norway, and the Donegal
program from Ireland. In these programs, the role of the teacher in bullying prevention and intervention
is emphasized [30].

A bullying case consists of the following: The perspectives of the pupils who bully, the victims,
the parents of both the bully and the victim, and the teachers. These perspectives may be greatly
different, as bullying cases probably are tense. Further research should address these different
perspectives in general, and in particular the role of the teacher and the school, when intervention
is concerned.

From this, it would be useful to try different approaches of intervention towards the whole
bullying case system and evaluate short-term and longer-term effects on the different parties, using both
qualitative and quantitative methods.
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Abstract: Although school climate and self-efficacy have received some attention in the literature,
as correlates of students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, to date, very little is known about
the potential mediating role of self-efficacy in the relationship between classroom climate and
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying. To this end, the present study analyzes whether the
relationship between classroom cohesion (as one facet of classroom climate) and students’ willingness
to intervene in bullying situations is mediated by self-efficacy in social conflicts. This study is based
on a representative stratified random sample of two thousand and seventy-one students (51.3%
male), between the ages of twelve and seventeen, from twenty-four schools in Germany. Results
showed that between 43% and 48% of students reported that they would not intervene in bullying.
A mediation test using the structural equation modeling framework revealed that classroom cohesion
and self-efficacy in social conflicts were directly associated with students’ willingness to intervene in
bullying situations. Furthermore, classroom cohesion was indirectly associated with higher levels of
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying situations, due to self-efficacy in social conflicts. We thus
conclude that: (1) It is crucial to increase students’ willingness to intervene in bullying; (2) efforts
to increase students’ willingness to intervene in bullying should promote students’ confidence in
dealing with social conflicts and interpersonal relationships; and (3) self-efficacy plays an important
role in understanding the relationship between classroom cohesion and students’ willingness to
intervene in bullying. Recommendations are provided to help increase adolescents’ willingness to
intervene in bullying and for future research.

Keywords: bullying; intervention; willingness to intervene; verbal bullying; relational bullying;
aggression; school; classroom climate; classroom cohesion; self-efficacy

1. Introduction

Bullying in schools is a prevalent problem and can have serious physical, mental, social,
and behavioral short- and long-term consequences for those involved [1–3]. Bullying is defined as any
repeatedly aggressive behavior against persons or groups that cannot readily defend themselves [4].
Bullying may involve physical assault, such as hitting or kicking, verbal harassment, such as hurtful
name-calling, verbal threats, and verbal abuse, as well as selectively undermining social relationships
through manipulation or exclusion from social groups [5]. There are a range of different roles that
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adolescents can take in bullying situations, that differ from the commonly described roles of bully,
victim, and bully-victim. “Assistants”, for instance, join the bullies, “reinforcers” provide positive
feedback to bullies (e.g., cheering), but do not actively assist the bullies, “outsiders” withdraw from
bullying situations, “defenders” side with the victims and support them, and “bystanders” see the
bullying occur but do not choose a side, thereby, passively enabling bullying to continue [6]. The most
common way that people experience bullying is observing it as a bystander [7]. The tendency for
bystanders to remain passive might be explained by, for instance, their lack of a sense of responsibility
for helping the victim, fearing being judged unfavorably by peers for helping the victim, not realizing
that the situation is perceived as uncomfortable, being afraid that they could also be bullied if they get
involved, and lacking the skills to intervene in bullying behaviors [8]. Bystanders have received a lot of
attention by scholars, because research has shown that bullying prevention and intervention programs
that emphasize and encourage bystanders to defend victims result in a decrease in bullying overall
and an increase the success of bullying interventions [9,10]. In addition, some research suggests that if
bystanders become actively involved in bullying, on the side of the victim, then they are often successful
in ending the bullying in that particular situation and they can also have positive impact on the victims’
adjustment and social status [11,12]. There are additional reasons to empower bystanders to give
up their passive role in bullying. There is some evidence, for instance, that witnessing bullying can
affect the bystanders’ mental health, school satisfaction, and increase their levels of stress and negative
feelings (e.g., anxiety) [13–15]. Possible explanations for these findings might include, the cognitive
dissonance they experience when faced with the discrepancy between their lack of action and their
desire to intervene; a sense co-victimization; and feelings of powerlessness [13]. As there is some
evidence that other students seldom intervene to defend the victims of bullying [16–18], it is important
to understand which factors increase students’ willingness to intervene. Such findings might help to
deepen our knowledge about successful bullying prevention and intervention in schools and help us
protect bystanders from experiencing negative psychological and school-related outcomes, when faced
with bullying.

According to Bandura [19], self-efficacy is defined as one’s “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize
and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments.” (p. 3). The conviction that
it is possible to cope through one’s action with what is required of one socially, even under difficult
conditions, is an essential motivational foundation in individuals and an important predictor of
socially-competent behavior in childhood and adolescence [20]. In addition, students with high
self-efficacy are more likely to challenge themselves with difficult tasks and recover faster from
setbacks [19]. Students with low self-efficacy, on the other hand, often shy away from challenging
tasks, because they view these tasks as threats rather than challenges that they can overcome [19]. It is
possible that a domain-specific form of self-efficacy might be important in students’ willingness to
stand up to bullying, because if they lack confidence in their capacity to successfully intervene, they
would be less likely to act [21]. The positive association between students’ perceived self-efficacy, in
terms of actually or potentially intervening in bullying, has been highlighted in a number of studies,
using qualitative and quantitative methods, self-reports and peer nominations, and cross-sectional
and longitudinal study designs [21–27].

There are a number of factors, along with self-efficacy, that play a crucial role in whether students
do decide to defend bullying victims or not. From a socio-ecological perspective [28], the microsystem,
which consists of structures or locations where individuals have direct interactions (i.e., family,
peer group, school, and school class), has immediate influence on the active or passive behavior
of bystanders [17,29,30]. In Germany, students in the fifth and sixth grade usually stay in the same
classroom with the same students, during the school day. Therefore, it seems reasonable to consider the
subjective perceived peer relationship, within a class, as a possible correlate of students’ willingness
to intervene in bullying. Indeed, previous research showed that a positive school/classroom climate
which also includes aspects, such as classroom cohesion, is positively correlated with students’
readiness to intervene in bullying [31–33].
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Classroom cohesion understood as one facet of classroom climate, however, might not only be
associated with students’ willingness to intervene in bullying but also with students’ self-efficacy
toward intervening in bullying. In Bandura’s view [19], self-efficacy affects one’s behaviors and
the social environments with which people are interacting, and is influenced by one’s actions and
significant others, such as parents, siblings, teachers, and peers. Particularly, during adolescence, peer
acceptance and relationships are important to the adolescents’ development of self-efficacy because
peers contribute considerably to adolescents’ socialization and views of themselves [34,35]. Peers
provide adolescents with possibilities to learn from each other and function as role models. Thus, it can
be assumed that in classrooms that are characterized by strong cohesion and mutual sympathy among
classmates, students meet the right conditions to develop self-efficacy. Indeed, initial research found a
positive link between the classroom student–student relationship quality and students’ self-efficacy
towards bullying [33].

To summarize, previous research attempted to elucidate the personal and contextual factors that
explain students’ willingness to intervene in bullying situations. These studies have found that the
defender’s self-efficacy [21–27] and school climate [31–33] might play a crucial role. There is also some
evidence to suggest that school climate (i.e., cohesion) is related to students’ defender self-efficacy
beliefs [33]. Therefore, the present study aims to investigate whether the relationship between school
climate and willingness to intervene in bullying might be mediated by self-efficacy. We expect that
school climate will increase self-efficacy, which in turn increases students’ readiness to intervene in
bullying. More specifically, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Classroom cohesion will be directly associated with greater self-efficacy, and students’
willingness to intervene in bullying situations.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Classroom cohesion will be indirectly associated with students’ willingness to intervene in
bullying situations via greater self-efficacy.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Sampling Procedure

This study uses data from a stratified random sample (strata: three types of school) in the Eastern
German federal state of Saxony. A randomized probability-proportional-to-size sampling scheme was
used, where the size is equivalent to the number of students per school. There were forty-one schools
initially contacted for inclusion in this study, but twenty-four agreed to participate (roughly a 60%
response rate at school level). A maximum of six classes per school were asked to participate in the
study, resulting in three classes in the sixth grade and three classes in the eighth grade. Only those
students within these classes were invited to participate in the study.

The final sample included 2071 participants (51.2% males; n = 1060), in the sixth grade (n = 1080)
and eighth grade (n = 991), from 114 classes across 24 schools. Of the schools, seven were secondary
grammar schools, thirteen were non-academic-track secondary schools, and four schools were for
children with special needs (students with emotional and behavioral disorders, and students with
learning disabilities). Overall, 581 students were not included in the study because they did not have
written parental consent (n = 419), had a doctor’s note excuse on the days of data collection (n = 109),
had an unexcused absence from school (n = 2), were absent because of school projects (n = 26), were
attending internship (n = 4), refused to participate (n = 8), were on vacation (n = 4), and were new to
the class and uninformed about the study (n = 2).

Age of participants ranged from 12 to 17 years (M = 13.63, SD = 1.17). The age breakdown of
participants is as follows: 20.6% (n = 427) were 12 years old, 27.1% (n = 562) were 13 years old, 23.8%
(n = 493) were 14 years old, 24.6% (n = 509) were 15 years old, 3.3% (n = 69) were 16 years old, 0.3%
(n = 6) were 17 years old, and 0.2% (n = 5) did not specify their age. Most of the students (50.4%;
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n = 1044) attended non-academic-track secondary schools, followed by 43.7% (n = 904) for secondary
grammar schools, and 5.9% (n = 123) who attended schools for children with special educational
needs. Most participants were born in Germany, with 1.9% (n = 40) who were not born in Germany.
Demographic characteristics of participants, organized by grade, sex, and type of school are displayed
in Table 1.

Table 1. Frequencies of demographic variables by grade, sex, and type of school.

Grade Sex

Type of School

Grammar
Schools

Non-Academic-Track
Secondary School

Schools for Children
with Special Needs

Total

n % n % n % n %

6th grade Boys 230 25.4 312 30.1 33 26.8 575 27.8
Girls 250 27.7 215 20.6 37 30.1 502 24.3

8th grade Boys 194 21.5 258 24.8 33 26.8 485 23.5
Girls 230 25.4 255 24.5 20 16.2 505 24.4

Total 904 43.7 1040 50.3 123 5.9 2067 * 100

Note. * Four participants did not specify their sex.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Students’ Willingness to Intervene in Bullying Situations

The questionnaire started with a definition of traditional bullying that outlined the central
characteristics of bullying (intention to hurt, imbalance of power, and repetition), as postulated by
Olweus [4], in order to increase the validity of responses. The vignettes used to assess students’
willingness to intervene in bullying was adopted from Yoon and Kerber [36]. The first vignette
assessed students’ willingness to intervene in verbal bullying situations:

“You hear a sixth-grade student calling out to another: “Nerd, bootlicker, asshole”. The student tries
to ignore the remarks but is obviously sad. You have already observed the same thing a few days ago”.

The second vignette asked for students’ willingness to intervene in relational bullying situations:

“During the break, you hear a sixth-grade student say to another: “No, absolutely not. I’ve already
told you that you can’t join us.” The student has no friends in class and is alone throughout the break
and looks sad. It’s not the first time that the student was excluded from playing”.

After each vignette, participants were asked to rate how much they agree with the following
statement: “When I observe something like that, I interfere and try to stop the behavior”.
The participants could choose from five responses—(1) “completely disagree”, (2) “disagree”,
(3) “neither agree nor disagree”, (4) “agree”, and (5) “completely agree”.

2.2.2. Self-Efficacy in Social Conflicts

The scale is intended to capture self-efficacy expectations when dealing with social demands
and conflicts. The scale consists of three items like, “I manage to cope well even with difficult
classmates” [37]. A high value expresses the conviction of a person to act competently in
conflictive situations. Participants could choose between four responses—(1) “completely disagree”,
(2) “disagree”, (3) “agree”, and (4) “completely agree”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.68.

2.2.3. Classroom Cohesion

To assess the extent of cohesion and mutual sympathy among students in a class, as one facet of
classroom climate, a scale consisting of three items was used, including items such as “When someone
says something against our class, everyone sticks together” [38]. Participants could then choose
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between five responses—(1) “completely disagree”, (2) “disagree”, (3) “neither agree nor disagree”,
(4) “agree” and, (5) “completely agree”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.71.

2.2.4. Socio-Demographic Variables

Socio-demographics were assessed by asking for information on students’ grade (6th or 8th), age,
sex (1 = male or 2 = female), and type of school (non-academic-track secondary school (Oberschule),
school for students with special needs (Förderschule), and grammar school (Gymnasium)). Previous
research has shown significant differences regarding sex and age in students’ willingness to intervene
in bullying, with girls compared with boys and younger students compared with older students more
likely to defend [17,18,21,25,39]. Hence, sex, and age were included as control variables.

2.3. Procedures

The data protection officer and educational authority of the federal state of Saxony in Germany
approved the study. After approval, email invitations were sent to the forty-one schools. Data were
collected from June 2014 to October 2014, using paper-pencil questionnaires that were administered by
trained research assistants. Signed written parental consent was obtained from children who were
minors. During data collection, participants were informed that their participation was voluntary
and anonymous, and that they could stop participating in the study at any time, without any penalty.
The total time to administer the questionnaire was 30–45 min and it was administered during normal
school hours.

2.4. Data Analyses

To begin with, the mean scores were computed by averaging items on the questionnaires. Then
correlation analyses and descriptive statistics were used to investigate the main study variables.
In a next step, mediation analysis was conducted in structural equation modeling framework with
classroom cohesion, self-efficacy, and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, as latent variables.
The latent variable “willingness to intervene in bullying” was composed of the willingness to intervene
in a verbal bullying incident and the willingness to intervene in a relational bullying incident. The factor
loadings of these two observed variables were freely estimated, so the factor variance of the latent factor
was fixed to one. Mediation analysis was used to test direct effects of classroom cohesion on self-efficacy,
in social conflicts, and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, as well as indirect effects of
classroom cohesion on students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, via self-efficacy in social conflicts.
The mediation analysis was completed in Mplus 8.0 software (Muthén & Muthén, Los Angeles,
CA, USA) [40]. Since the dependent variables, willingness to intervene in verbal bullying, and
willingness to intervene in relational bullying, departed from normality, in their distribution, maximum
likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) was used for the analyses. The significance of
indirect effects was assessed by using a bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure, with 5000 samples.
Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation was used to address missing data issues.
To account for the multilevel structure of the data (i.e., students nested within school classes) standard
errors were corrected by using the complex sampling option in Mplus (complex-option).

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Regarding students’ willingness to intervene in verbal bullying, 20.9% (n = 428) of adolescents
answered that they ‘completely disagree’, 22.4% (n = 458) ‘disagree’, 34.9% (n = 716) ‘neither agree
nor disagree’, 16.4% (n = 337) ‘agree’, and 5.4% (n = 110) ‘completely agree’ to intervene. Similarly
for students’ willingness to intervene in relational bullying, 22.6% (n = 463) of adolescents answered
that they ‘completely disagree’, 25.3% (n = 518) ‘disagree’, 33.4% (n = 684) ‘neither agree nor disagree’,
13.4% (n = 274) ‘agree’, and 5.2% (n = 107) ‘completely agree’ to intervene. Correlations between the
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study variables, means, and standard deviations are shown in Table 2. All correlations were in the
expected direction. Higher levels of classroom cohesion were positively correlated with higher levels
of self-efficacy in social conflicts, and willingness to intervene in bullying. Self-efficacy was positively
correlated with willingness to intervene in bullying. There were also some significant correlations
between the control and the main study variables. Girls, in comparison with boys, reported higher
levels of willingness to intervene in bullying. With increasing grade, adolescents reported lower levels
of willingness to intervene in verbal and relational bullying.

Table 2. Bivariate correlations between classroom cohesion, self-efficacy, intervention willingness, and
control variables, means, and standard deviations.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Intervention willingness –
2. Self-efficacy in social conflicts 0.29 ** –
3. Classroom cohesion 0.14 ** 0.26 ** –
4. Grade 8th grade −0.10 ** 0.04 * 0.01 –
5. Sex female 0.07 ** 0.03 0.01 0.04 * –

Mean 2.66 2.81 3.21 – –
SD 0.96 0.57 0.88 – –

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

3.2. Direct and Indirect Associations between Classroom Cohesion, Self-Efficacy, and Students’ Willingness to
Intervene in Bullying

We investigated the direct effects of classroom cohesion on self-efficacy in social conflicts and
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, as well as indirect effects of classroom cohesion on
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, via self-efficacy in social conflicts. The model had an
excellent fit: χ2 = 56.58 df = 27 χ2/df = 2.09, p < 0.001, comparative fit index (CFI)= 0.99, Tucker–Lewis
index (TLI) = 0.98, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.02 (90% CI = 0.01, 0.03),
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.02. As shown in Figure 1, classroom cohesion had a
direct effect on self-efficacy in social conflicts (β = 0.50, p < 0.001), as well as on students’ willingness to
intervene in bullying (β = 0.10, p < 0.001). There was also a direct effect of self-efficacy in social conflicts
on students’ willingness to intervene in bullying (β = 0.35, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of classroom
cohesion on students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, via self-efficacy in social conflicts, was also
significant (β = 0.18, p < 0.001). The analyses also revealed significant effects of the control variables
on classroom cohesion and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying. Girls scored significantly
higher than boys on the measures of students’ willingness to intervene in bullying (β = 0.15, p < 0.001),
as well as on classroom cohesion (β = 0.07, p < 0.001). Additionally, an increasing grade was negatively
associated with students’ willingness to intervene in bullying (β = −0.19, p < 0.001). Other paths in
the model did not reach statistical significance. The proposed model explained 21% of variance in
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying (R2 = 0.21) and 25.5% of variance in self-efficacy in social
conflicts (R2 = 0.25). Finally, we analyzed the mediation model, separately, by grade (6th vs. 8th) and
sex (female vs. male), and did not find any relevant grade or sex differences in the direct and indirect
effect sizes. These results can be requested from the first author.
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Figure 1. Direct and indirect effects of the latent variables classroom cohesion, self-efficacy,
control variables, and willingness to intervene in bullying. Notes: Dash arrows—non-significant
path coefficients.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the direct and indirect associations between classroom
cohesion, self-efficacy in social conflicts, and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, among
German students. Several interesting findings emerged.

A first important finding of the present study was that personal and contextual factors need to
be considered, in order to better understand students’ readiness to intervene in bullying situations.
We found support for our prediction that self-efficacy in social conflicts and classroom cohesion
would be directly associated with students’ willingness to intervene in bullying situations (H1).
The analyses also showed that the effect of self-efficacy in social conflicts (β = 0.35) on students’
intervention willingness was nearly the same as the effect of classroom cohesion (total effect:
direct effect, β = 0.10 + indirect effect, β = 0.18) on students’ intervention willingness. This finding
further underlines that both predictors are nearly equally important to explain students’ willingness
to intervene in bullying. Overall, our findings are consistent with previous research revealing
the relationships between students’ willingness to intervene in bullying and self-efficacy [21–27],
and school climate [31–33]. Self-efficacy regarding social conflicts might be vital for understanding
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying. Support for this proposal is found in previous research
suggesting that students with high self-efficacy in social conflicts are less inhibited when intervening
in bullying, are more likely to tackle difficult tasks, and recuperate much quicker from setbacks [19–21].
Positive peer relationships might influence students’ readiness to intervene because classroom cohesion
characterized by positiveness, mutual respect, and warmth, might be a solid fundament for positive
peer group norms. In these classes, rejection and exclusion of single students might be less tolerated
and respectful interaction promoted. Taken together, these findings suggest that efforts to address
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying should involve measures to encourage interpersonal
relationships and support within the school classes, and students’ efficacy to deal with social conflicts.

We add valuable knowledge to the literature on bystander behavior in bullying, regarding the
indirect association between classroom cohesion and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying
via self-efficacy, in social conflicts. Hence, we found support for our hypothesis that classroom
cohesion would be indirectly associated with students’ willingness to intervene in bullying, via greater
self-efficacy in social conflicts (H2). This finding was consistent for different age groups (6th vs.
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8th graders) and for boys and girls, as shown by differential analyses of grade and sex. A possible
explanation for the indirect effect might be that students learn from their peers how to intervene from
each other and that some peers function as role models to students, within a class. Indeed, vicarious
experience has been shown to be an important source of self-efficacy [19]. Thus, observing peers
successfully intervening in bullying may also contribute to enhancing self-efficacy, in social conflicts
such as bullying. Intervention and prevention programs to increase students’ intervention willingness
should aim to foster positive relationships within the school class. This might positively influence
students feeling to be efficacious towards social conflicts, which in turn increases the willingness
for intervention in bullying. It is worth mentioning that the indirect effect of classroom cohesion on
students willingness to intervene in bullying (β = 0.18) was larger than the direct effect of classroom
cohesion on students willingness to intervene (β = 0.10). This means that a substantial amount of
the effect between classroom cohesion and students’ willingness to intervene can be explained by
self-efficacy. Our findings also highlight the important role of classroom cohesion for self-efficacy, in
social conflicts, in intervening in bullying among adolescents, which has also been shown by previous
research on the development of general self-efficacy [34,35] and initial research on students’ defending
behavior [33].

Another noteworthy result was that nearly half of the students reported that they would not
intervene in verbal (43%) and relational bullying (48%) situations. The finding that students often did
not believe they would intervene, is in accordance with previous research from other countries [16–18].
Reasons to remain passive might be the absence of feeling responsible for helping the victim, fearing
unfavorable judgment by peers when helping the victim, not realizing that the situation is perceived
as uncomfortable, being afraid that they could also be bullied if they get involved, and the lack of skills
to intervene in bullying behaviors [8]. Regarding sex and grade differences, we found that girls were
more likely to intervene in bullying situations, when compared to boys, and with increasing grades,
students were less likely to intervene in bullying situations. These differences are also similar to what
has been reported by past research [17,18,21,25,39]. However, previous research found girls to have
higher levels of moral sensitivity and lower moral disengagement than boys [21]. In addition, girls are
more likely than boys to interpret bullying situations as emergencies and report bullying to an adult
and ask for social support, which can increase their readiness to stand up for the victims [41,42]. On the
one hand, the grade differences found are somewhat counterintuitive because with increasing age
social and cognitive skills are further developed [23]. On the other hand, the results are in line with past
research that showed that bullying increases among students between 11 to 13 years old [8]. Possible
explanations for the grade differences might be that younger adolescents might underestimate the
potentially negative social consequences of interventions, whereas older students are more reluctant
as they believe that interventions could make them the next target and might seem like they are
violating peer norms [43]. In addition, with increasing age, students believe that victims should be
able to solve their problems by themselves and, therefore, they do not want to solidarize with the
socially-stigmatized victims, often against a powerful, perceived bully, within the peer network [44].
Finally, the students in our sample were 12 to 15 years old. This might have limited the possibilities to
draw any conclusion for age differences regarding intervention willingness.

Taken together, it appears to be important to raise awareness among students that they can
be successful to end bullying and that their actions could have a positive impact on the victims’
adjustment. Particularly, boys and older students need to be addressed in intervention prevention
measures to increase their willingness to intervene in bullying. However, the findings of the present
study highlight that awareness is most likely not a sufficient condition. Students need also the right
social environment, characterized by positive peer-peer relationships and the confidence that they are
capable to deal with bullying, efficaciously.
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5. Limitations and Outlook on Future Research

First, in the present study we measured behavioral intentions, rather than actual intervention
behavior. This means, we assessed how students believe they would intervene in a given situation,
but not necessarily how they have actually intervened. To overcome this shortcoming, future studies
should measure actual intervention behavior by asking students to recall a specific bullying situation
and how they behaved in that situation. Second, the present study relies exclusively on self-reports
to assess bystander behavior. Therefore, social desirability might be a concern because students
might tend to hide their true behavior about not helping the victim. Follow-up research should
try to replicate the findings of the present study by using peer-nominations or a combination of
peer- and self-reports. Third, because of the cross-sectional design of this study, it is not possible to
determine the temporal ordering among classroom cohesion, self-efficacy, and students’ willingness to
intervene in bullying. Follow-up studies should include a longitudinal study design with at least three
measurement points to further substantiate the mediating relationships tested in the present study.
Fourth, we assessed only one facet of classroom climate, namely cohesion, and we used a general
measurement of self-efficacy in social conflicts and not a specific self-efficacy scale concerning bullying,
both of which might have deflated the estimates. Future studies should try to replicate our findings by
using a multifaceted-scale, for measuring classroom climate, and a domain-specific self-efficacy scale
which measures students’ readiness to intervene in bullying. In addition, both scales showed relatively
low reliabilities, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha. Finally, in addition to verbal and relational bullying
scenarios, used in the present study, future research should include physical and cyber bullying and
compare students’ potential or actual intervention behavior, among a wider range of student bullying
behavior. Finally, future studies could also investigate whether self-efficacy and classroom cohesion
play the same role in sexual, racial, or homophobic harassment situations.

6. Conclusions

To understand which factors increase students’ willingness to intervene in bullying might deepen
current knowledge concerning the success of bullying prevention and intervention in schools, and
protect bystanders from experiencing adverse health and school-related outcomes. The present study
revealed that self-efficacy in social conflicts and classroom cohesion were directly associated with
students’ willingness to intervene in bullying situations. Furthermore, this study was one of the
first to examine the indirect associations among classroom cohesion, self-efficacy in social conflicts,
and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying. Findings indicate that the more positive the students’
perceived peer-to-peer relationships within the classroom, the more efficacious students felt towards
social conflicts, and the more likely they were to intervene in bullying situations. This finding was
consistent for different age groups and girls and boys. Another finding was that a high percentage of
students reported that they would never or rarely intervene in bullying, with boys and older students
being less likely to intervene. Thus, we conclude that (1) it appears crucial to increase students’
motivation to intervene in bullying; (2) efforts to address students’ willingness to intervene in bullying
should promote students’ confidence in dealing with social conflicts and interpersonal relationships
within school classes; and (3) self-efficacy plays an important role in understanding the relationship
between classroom cohesion and students’ willingness to intervene in bullying.
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