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What can we do about it?

What is bullying, and who is most at 
risk?

The impacts of bullying on mental 
health



• Statistics released by the NHS Digital today 
suggest that one in eight 5-19 year olds in 
England has a clinically impairing mental 
health condition.

• All teachers should be interested, as this 
equates to three pupils in an average UK class 
of 26.

Mental health in our children and 
young people today



Peer victimization and depression



What is bullying, and who is most at 
risk?



A subset of aggressive behaviour..

“Repeated, intentional harm where there 
is a power differential between the bully 
and the victim”

(Olweus, 1993)

What do we mean by bullying?



Relational/
Social

Overt/
Physical

Cyber

Verbal

Different types of bullying



A child who is bullied 
is typically targeted 
in multiple  ways

Students targeted by different forms of 
bullying



• 110 788 UK adolescents (15 years) were asked if 
they’d experienced different types of bullying.. 

What’s the scale of the problem?

Przybylski & Bowes, The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 2017

• 30% reported some form of regular bullying 
(2-3 times a month or more) in the past couple of 
months.. 



Arseneault, Bowes & Shakoor (2010). Psychol Med

Bullying victimization

A psychosocial stressor associated with:
Emotional problems
Behavioural problems
Poor school achievement
Self harm
Suicidal ideation
Psychotic symptoms...



Up to 26% of depression may be attributable to 
bullying

Bowes et al., BMJ, 2015

Bullying may account for a substantial proportion of cases of 
clinical depression



• Bullying is goal-oriented aggression
• What is the function of bullying?
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Why is bullying such a persistent 
problem?
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• Bullying can be a strategy to gain status 
and power in the peer group...

• …and it is often succesful
• bullies are perceived as popular (Caravita, 

DiBlasio, & Salmivalli, 2008)
• bullying helps to maintain status (Juvonen & 

Galvan, 2008)…
• …and to increase status over time (Cillessen & 

Borch, 2004)

Why is bullying such a persistent 
problem?
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• The power demonstrations need
witnesses
– in most bullying incidents, a group of peers is 

present
– Public ridicule is the essence of bullying

Why is bullying such a persistent 
problem?
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• By choosing victims who are 
submissive, insecure of themselves, 
physically weak or in a low-power 
position in the group... 

• ... the bullies can repeatedly 
demonstrate their power and renew 
their high-status position without being 
confronted

Why is bullying such a persistent 
problem?



?
Individual 

Family

Individual 

Family

School &
Neighbourhood

School & 
Neighbourhood 

Bowes et al., (JAACAP, 2009)

Bullying involvement: an ecological 
perspective



Characteristics of the child
- Early physical aggression
-Anxiety, depressive 
symptoms

Socio-environmental 
characteristics
Domestic violence
Child maltreatment
Violent neighbourhoods

Bowes et al., JAACAP, 2009

Why are some children more likely to 
be bullied, and to bully?



• Students?
• Parents?
• Teachers?
• Whole schools?
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Can we do something about it?



WHAT can we do about it?

• Students?
• Parents?
• Teachers?
• Whole schools?
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WHAT can we do about it?



20 20

12%
8% bully

What can students do?
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12%
8% bully

• Participant roles in bullying (Salmivalli et 
al., 1996)

What can students do?
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defenders of the victim

outsiders

reinforcers of the bully

assistants of the bully

12%
8%

7%

20%

17%

24%
bully

• Participant roles in bullying (Salmivalli et al., 1996)

What can students do?



• Despite anti-bullying attitudes, many
students behave in ways (knowingly or
unknowingly) that maintain, even fuel the 
bullying behavior
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What can students do?
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• Classroom level:

– In classrooms where students tend to 
reinforce the bully, rather than support the 
bullied classmates…

• Bullying occurs more frequently (Salmivalli, Voeten

& Poskiparta, 2011)

• Vulnerable children (e.g., socially anxious ones) 

are more likely to end up as targets of bullying

(Kärnä, Voeten, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 2010)

The responses of peer bystanders 
matter



• Empathy
• Self-efficacy beliefs
• Common decisions: Let’s do it together!
• Small things matter!
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How can we support vulnerable 
students?



• Teach respect for other people - show a good
example

• If parents hear that their child has been
bullying someone, they should try not to be
defensive, and find out more
– take it as an opportunity for your child to learn

something important
• If they hear that their child has been bullied, 

take it seriously and make sure, together with 
the school personnel, that bullying will end
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What can parents do?



• As bullying concerns all children, it also
concerns all parents
– not just the parents of children bullying others

or those being bullied
– talk to their child about it - think together what

should be done is someone is being bullied!
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What can parents do?



• Teachers’ role is crucial
– Identifying cases of bullying
– Supporting individual children involved
– Influencing the class norms, making students’ 

private attitudes visible
– Students’ perceptions of teacher attitudes 

affect the level of bullying! 

28

What can teachers do?



What can schools do?
• Systematic, evidence-based prevention 

and intervention work reduces bullying!
• School-based programs have been

developed to prevent and tackle bullying
• KiVa antibullying program is one of the 

most promising programs worldwide for 
reducing bullying in primary school aged
children, and the one that has been
evaluated most thoroughly
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What can schools do?
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• Developed at the University of Turku with funding
from the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture

• In Finland, now used by 90% of schools providing
comprehensive education (basic education, grades
1-9) 

• Available in several other countries, including UK –
NOTE THAT WE WILL BE TRIALLING KiVa IN 
OXFORD AND SURROUNDING AREAS SOON!

KiVa Anti-bullying Programme
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• We do not necessarily need to change the victims, making
them ”less vulnerable”

• Influencing the behavior of bystanders can reduce the 
rewards gained by the bullies and consequently, their
motivation to bully in the first place

• However, the victims need to feel that they are heard and 
helped by the adults at school

• The bullies need to be confronted for their unacceptable
behavior

UNIVERSAL

In order to reduce bullying..
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• We do not necessarily need to change the victims, making 
them ”less vulnerable”

• Influencing the behavior of bystanders can reduce the 
rewards gained by the bullies and consequently, their 
motivation to bully in the first place

• However, the victims need to feel that they are heard and 
helped by the adults at school

• The bullies need to be confronted for their unacceptable 
behavior

INDICATED

In order to reduce bullying..



Preventive

InterventiveMonitoring

KiVa™ universal and indicated actions
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Student lessons and 
materials involved
(teacher manuals, 

short films)

Presentation graphics for 
student lessons, for the 
meeting of the school staff, 
and for meetings with 
parents

Visible vests for 
persons 

supervising 
recess time

Online antibullying 
games

KiVa™ team
Clear guidelines for 
tackling bullying

Online surveys with 
feedback of progress
Monitoring 
implementation and 
long-term effects

Parent materials 



• Creating awareness of how the group 
might maintain and fuel bullying

• Providing safe strategies to support 
victimized peers
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Activities included in student lessons



Parents’ involvement

Information newsletter to parents (www)

Parents’ guide (www/print)

Back-to-school night

35
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To make KiVa visible..
• Posters
• Highly visible vests for 

recess supervisors (in 
Finland, teachers)

• Posters
• Highly visible vests for 

teachers at breaktimes



Indicated actions-
Tackling the cases  coming to attention

• Individual discussions with those directly
involved in bullying
KIVA TEAM

• + utilizing prosocial, high-status peers
– �your help is needed� CLASSROOM TEACHER

• setting standards for others
• making the victim feel better
• protecting the victimized child from further attacks
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• Respect
• Tolerance
• Shared responsibility of everyone’s well-

being
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Values taught by KiVa



Changes in being bullied by different forms
during one school year



Additionally KiVa…

• reduced students’ anxiety and 
depression and had a positive impact 
on their perceptions of peer climate 

(Williford et al, 2011)

• positive effects on school liking and 
academic motivation 

(Salmivalli, Garandeau & Veenstra, 2012)
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KiVa also Influenced…

• children�s perceptions on their
teachers� attitudes and how well the 
teacher is able to do to reduce bullying

• teachers self-evaluated competence to 
tackle bullying, and teacher
perceptions of bullying. /LLWH����3LLUURNVHW�MD�NXYDNNHHW�.L9D�.RXOX�RKMHOPD �

(Ahtola et al. 2012; Veenstra
et al. 2014)



Long-term effects: Proportion of students who have been bullied / 
who are bullying others repeatedly in KiVa schools, 2009-2015
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Harnessing social 
networks; from whole 
school preventions to
develop ‘grass roots’ 
preventions embedded in 
local context

Social influence – changing social norms

What about bullying in secondary schools? 



What about bullying in secondary schools? 



What about bullying in secondary schools? 

• A virtual reality scenario that allows us to examine real-time 
responses to neutral and negative social scenarios

• Assess which young people are most reactive to negative 
scenarios

• Measure psychological and physiological reactions to different 
social experiences

• Ultimate aim: develop targeted interventions for the most 
vulnerable youth. 



For more information, or to register 
Interest in our research and 
interventions, please email: 

Lucy.bowes@psy.ox.ac.uk



What about Cyberbullying?

Potential for (very) large audience
Difficulty in removing online content 

Removing internet access isolates 
teenager

Individual can be targeted anywhere

Anonymity of perpetrators

Whose responsibility 
is cyberbullying? Increasing rapidly due to 

rise in social media use?
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bullied in this way)
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“Have you ever been bullied by someone sending nasty texts 
or putting up bad things about you on the Internet?”  Yes/No

Source: NI Kids Life and Times Survey


