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Bullying and victimization in the school environment have been a major concern in recent years for 
students, parents, teachers and state authorities. The purpose of this article is to describe the 
multidimensional phenomenon and its short- and long-term social and emotional consequences on all 
parties, whether directly or indirectly involved, and to examine the risk and protective factors through 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, focusing on one of the main "systems", during 
adolescence, that of the school. The cultivation of social skills, coupled with a consistently positive 
school climate, are identified as key protective factors against bullying. In addition, two particularly 
successful approaches to preventing and tackling school bullying internationally are presented, namely 
social-emotional learning (SEL) and peer support programs. Social-emotional learning is based on the 
cultivation of social and emotional skills, while peer support capitalizes on the key role of “bystanders”. 
As evidenced by the existing literature, a significant number of meta-analyses have demonstrated the 
multiple benefits that result from the systematic implementation of social-emotional learning programs 
at all levels of education. Also, empirical research has shown that the proven success of peer support 
programs needs further documentation, as their diversity and complex structure require systematic 
and long-term implementation prior to their final evaluation.
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Introduction

The first definition of bullying was provided by 
the pioneer Dan Olweus, who defined school 
bullying as the exposure to intentionally negative 
behaviors perpetrated by one or more classmates, 
which occur repeatedly and over long periods of 
time [1]. A characteristic of this phenomenon is the 
imbalance of power [2], and the victim’s 
defenselessness [1] leading to significant physical, 
psychological, social or academic complications. 
Olweus [1] also distinguished this construct from 
unintentional “teasing”, which often occurs among 
peers in the context of jokes, but which may turn 
into bullying if continued for long periods of time 
[3], as well as other forms of aggression [4].

A meta-analysis of the prevalence of bullying 
between 1999 and 2006 found a rate of 20% for 
bullies, 23% for victims and 8% for bully victims 
[5].  However, prevalence rates reported between 
countries differed substantially, which likely 
occurred due to different frequency requirements 
in the operational definitions employed.  In a more 
recent meta-analysis of 80 studies and 335,519 
adolescents, Modecki et al. [6] estimated the 
prevalence of traditional bullying at 35%, and of 
cyber-bullying at 15%. Also, Junoven & Graham [7] 
estimated that 20-25% of youth have an 
involvement in bullying, whether that occurs in the 
form of bullying, victimization or both. Finally, the 
cross-national HBSC 2013-2014 study [8] found 
bullying to be 11% for boys and 6% for girls, 
operationally defining it as an experience occurring 
2 to 3 times a month, in the last 2 to 3 months. In 
Greece, the prevalence of bullying was 10.6% 
among boys and 4.3% among girls [8].

The most “traditional” expressions of bullying 
are seen in direct behaviors, in the form of physical 
aggression, such as hitting, punching, slapping, 
biting, pulling or kicking,  or verbal aggression 
which may include cursing, mocking, insulting, 
irony, sarcasm, name-calling, teasing, threatening, 
as well as sexist, racist, homophobic and 
transophobic comments [9,10]. These behaviors 
aim to humiliate, reduce, hurt or coerce the victim 
[11,12]. Indirect bullying, also described as 
“emotional” or “relational” bullying, is a form of 
bullying that often passes unnoticed by parents and 
teachers [13].

    In this situation, which is driven by the need to 
maintain or achieve a position in the school’s social 
hierarchy, the victim experiences fear, insecurity or 
social exclusion. In the case of social exclusion, 
victims are intentionally left out of activities of a 
group of peers or are continuously avoided [14]. 
Relational aggression occurs most often in the 
developmental period of early adolescence, when 
students move from primary to secondary school. 
During this period, the social environment becomes 
adolescents’ priority, and the restructuring of the 
school’s social hierarchy often places strain on peer 
groups. Nevertheless, bullying is a common 
phenomenon across age groups, rather than age-
specific [15, 16].  

      In recent years, the development of new internet 
technologies and their presence as an integral part 
of an adolescent’s socialization process has been 
parallel to the emergence of cyberbullying [17]. 
Cyberbullying involves intentional aggressive 
behaviors which occur through technological means 
[18]. This may include sending aggressive and 
threatening messages, excluding someone online, 
spreading rumors or using social network systems 
to publish private or humiliating information 
[18,19].

Social and Emotional Consequences of 
Bullying

    For the past decade, bullying has been officially 
acknowledged as an important public health 
concern that requires the collaboration of the 
health, educational and family institutions for its 
resolution [20]. Bullying involvement has been 
associated with a series of negative consequences 
on the physical, emotional and social health of 
adolescents [21], some of which extend into later 
adulthood [22, 23]. There is a strong link between 
bullying involvement and poor mental health [24, 
25], such as low mood and depression [26-28], as 
well as irritability [29].
      In addition, victimized students are more likely 
to experience loneliness and a limited support 
network, evident in the absence of close 
interpersonal relationships [30], and poor academic 
performance [31]. Importantly, apart from the long-
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term socio-emotional consequences bullying 
involvement  may have on victims, exposure to 
victimization in the environment of bystanders has 
also been found to negatively impact mental health, 
increasing risk for aggressive behavior on their part, 
anxiety and somatic complaints [32].

  An alternative theoretical hypothesis worth 
mentioning suggests that certain preexisting child 
socioemotional vulnerabilities or pathologies can 
function as precipitating conditions or trigger 
bullying. Namely, children with both internalizing 
and externalizing problems, when compared with 
children without these pathologies, have shown to 
present higher risk of involvement in bullying 
practices. A study conducted in 2006 [33] examined 
both this hypothesis and its alternative casual 
hypothesis (bullying as cause of pathology), by 
investigating exposure history. This revealed only 
the causal effect of bullying experience at the later 
stages of psychopathologic behaviors, not the 
opposite direction. The study offers further evidence 
that experiencing bullying causes the onset of 
symptoms that later mark psychopathologic 
behaviors. Of course, the process may very well be 
bi-directional, because, for example, pathological 
shyness or social isolation may function both as a 
cause for and a consequence of victimization. 
Adolescents with related problems appear to be 
socially inept and unpopular and, as such, more 
likely to fall victims of bullying, which in turn isolates 
them from the social group and further diminishes 
their social exposure and positive social interactions, 
making them all the more isolated and socially 
anxious.

Risk and Protective Factors

 A bio-ecological model [34-36] of development 
provides the theoretical ground required to study 
the multi-systemic factors that contribute to the 
development and wellbeing of adolescents. Different 
systems of a child’s life interact in predicting bullying 
and victimization, and these include, but are not 
limited to, national legislation on the phenomenon of 
bullying, social norms on the behaviors and 
expectations of adolescents. 

    Multiple studies have supported that relational 
bullying and cyberbullying victimization are more 

9

2-anaskopisi_Layout 1  30/9/2020  9:37 πμ  Page 13

MARCH-AUGUST 2021 |VOLUME 1, ISSUE 3

common among girls than boys [37-39]. However, a 
recent systematic review of 85 studies demonstrated 
that boys have consistently higher odds of 
perpetrating bullying than girls [40].  Regarding age, 
the period of early adolescence, and the transition 
from primary to secondary school, is a period 
characterized by increased risk for bullying and 
victimization [1,2,41-44]. Growing up, following a 
series of maturational brain developments, children’s 
social abilities improve, acting protectively against 
bullying experiences [44]. However, during this 
developmental period, there is a reduction of support 
provided by parents and teachers, and an increase in 
social and academic demands, making the period of 
early adolescence especially demanding [41].

      While the family environment is a pivotal factor 
for a healthy child and adolescent development, 
during adolescence the family loses a big part 
of its influence, as attention is shifted to the 
school environment. As such, social skills become one 
of the psychosocial characteristics that shape 
vulnerability and resilience to bullying. Poor 
social skills, the experience of rejection and the 
potential feelings of loneliness are all risk factors 
associated with bullying victimization in schools 
[30,45,46]. On the contrary, highly attuned social 
skills and the development of social relationships 
can act protectively [47,48].

  As the school becomes a central arena for 
adolescent socialization, this “microsystem” [36] can 
have a substantial influence in protecting teenagers 
from bullying victimization [49]. Connection with 
one’s school refers to the emotions a student may 
have towards his/her peers and teachers, but also a 
sense of safety and acceptance that is forged in such a 
setting. A strong school connection acts as a 
protective element in an array of difficulties 
encountered in adolescence, such as perilous 
behaviors, and is also associated with improved 
academic performance [50,51].  

      As mentioned in the relevant literature, a positive 
school climate is one of the most important 
protective factors in the life of an adolescent. It is 
described as a supportive and encouraging 
environment, with strong pastoral and nurturing 
characteristics. As such, it has been proven that it 
functions as a preventative mechanism against a 
student being involved in bullying, becoming estran-



-ged from the school environment and
eventually dropping out [52].

   While a universal definition of what a positive 
school environment should entail has not been 
reached to date, the consensus view of what a positive 
school environment should entail includes a 
supportive and caring attitude on the part of the 
teachers, support and respect amongst students, and 
student attachment and dedication to the school as 
well as a general sense of safety, deriving from an 
explicit and updated set of school rules [53-56]. It has 
been demonstrated that, when the school climate is 
negative, instances of bullying increase, become 
repetitive and become long-term engrained behaviors 
[57-59]. On the contrary, in a positive and supportive 
environment of cooperation and safety, students 
develop higher levels of assertiveness, empathy and 
socialization, while the odds of being involved in 
bullying decrease significantly [60,61].

  According to Daily and colleagues [62], empirical 
research consistently demonstrates that promoting a 
positive school environment can be used as a very 
promising intervention strategy, both for the 
improvement of student’s academic performance, but 
also for the wellbeing of students, through the 
development of “satisfaction with school” [63]. 
Satisfaction with school has been associated with 
increased levels of wellbeing [63-65] and academic 
success [66,67].

School Based Programs to Combat Bullying

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)

 Multiple programs and interventions have been 
developed globally to prevent and target the 
phenomenon of school bullying in recent decades. 
The most successful interventions are believed to 
employ the pre-existing positive elements of the 
school environment [68-70], focusing on the 
development of social and emotional skills of children 
and adolescents, and promoting the creation of 
supportive relationships among peers [71].

  Intervention by Social and Emotional Learning (SEL, 
has become one of the most successful and globally 
established educational tools to target bullying 
[72,73]. Based on the theory of emotional, or 
“multiple” intelligence, SEL is an educational 
intervention which can be applied to all age groups, 
aiming at reducing risky behaviors, increasing 
resilience during transitions which take place at scho-
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-ol and improving academic performance [74-78].
SEL consists of five central, interrelated social
and emotional skills [79] which are fostered through
SEL programs [80-82].

   First, self-awareness refers to an individual’s ability 
to recognize and differentiate his or her emotions, 
personal competencies, interests and values, while 
keeping a realistic yet confident life stance. 

  Second, social awareness refers to an individual’s 
ability to recognize the emotions and needs of others, 
and to act upon those needs, by being able to use 
empathic abilities to “put himself/herself in the other 
person’s shoes” [83]. Through this skill comes the 
ability to value and achieve a positive interaction with 
different social groups, and to value the presence of 
differences and similarities. 

   Self-management is the third ability, referring to the 
self-regulation of emotions, stress, and impulsivity, 
but also to perseverance, positive expression of 
emotions, and the ability to set and maintain personal 
and academic goals. 

   Relationship skills refers to the capacity to create 
and maintain healthy and satisfying relationships, 
based on collaboration, and the ability to help when 
necessary, instead of resorting to poor coping 
strategies.

  Finally, responsible decision making refers to the 
ability to make decisions based on values, safety and 
respect for others. 

 Meta-analyses support the success of this 
intervention in improving adolescent socio-emotional 
skills and wellbeing, while fostering positive attitudes 
and reducing divergent behaviors [84-87]. Following 
the evaluation of the findings of various studies, 
prominent researchers on social and emotional 
learning, have concluded that these programs 
should be implemented in an organized, 
consistent and systematic way, from 
kindergarten to secondary education, in order 
for these to deliver the best possible results 
[81,88-90].  Even though more follow-up studies are 
still needed, existing data powerfully point to the 
long-lasting positive effects of such programs.

Peer support programs

As bullying is a social, rather than dyadic 
phenomenon, an important factor to address when 
designing a successful school intervention is the role 
of bystanders [91]. Empirical studies suggest that the
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best way to incorporate children not involved in 
bullying, but present in the school culture where the 
phenomenon unravels, is to encourage them to 
participate in different peer support programs, 
educate them on the phenomenon and provide them 
with an active role as supporters within the school 
environment [92,93]. Peer support programs are the 
provision, in some way, of support from students to 
other students, usually in the context of an existing 
support scheme and under the supervision of a 
trained member of staff. They are founded on the 
notion that students will feel more comfortable 
receiving support from peers than adults, and are 
used extensively both as prevention and intervention 
strategies in primary and secondary but also higher 
education [94].

 The fundamental components of peer support 
[92,95] are the education of adolescents in the ability 
to cooperate outside of one’s group of friends, 
independent of social and racial prejudices; the ability 
for emotional self-management and social 
functioning; and finally, the education of adolescents 
in handling conflicts using strategies that are 
beneficial and less violent. Such practices include 
befriending schemes for vulnerable or isolated 
students [92,93], which often take place in primary 
school, and have been found to increase students’ 
sense of safety [96]. A more complex model of peer 
support is peer mediation [97], or school-based 
mediation, wherein two or more students resolve 
their conflict with the help of a mediator, through a 
process of communication between all parties. This 
aims to achieve something positive out of the 
situation, in contrast with teachers’ likely use of 
punishment as an immediate response to peer 
problems. Other programs involve active listening, 
where peers become trained in counseling skills [98] 
and cybermentoring [99], both of which are practices 
appropriate to older youth.

  The effectiveness of peer support interventions has 
been described by Brady and colleagues [100], based 
on the outcomes of a large nationwide peer 
mentoring program in Ireland, the “Big Brothers Big 
Sisters (BBBS)”. This program benefited students by 
creating a culture of support in school, increasing 
access to support to a larger number of students, even 
for more minor everyday issues. A systematic review 
by Baginsky [101] highlighted that peer mentoring 
can have multiple benefits for students and the school 
community, such as skills which will prepare students

to live healthy social relationships in their adult lives. 
Thompson and Smith [99] found that 1273 among 
1378 participating schools used at least one type of 
support schemes, often adapted to the needs of the 
school and students. Overall, despite the disparities in 
their application, the peer support programs reported 
prevented and improved situations of bullying, with 
“buddy schemes” and peer mentoring turning out to be 
the most successful.

 While extensive research on general bullying 
prevention is available, evidence on the effectiveness of 
peer support programs specifically, is still relatively 
limited. This calls for further documentation, as the 
results of various peer support interventions have not 
delivered the anticipated outcomes [100]. 
Nevertheless, focus should be placed on the high 
potential of these programs. Empirical research has 
shown that a proper, systematic and long-term 
application of such programs can deliver very positive 
results [93,95,98,99].

Peer support programs require a considerable 
amount of time for them to be integrated into the 
school culture before they start bearing fruit, first in 
terms of perceptions and, thereafter, in 
attitudes [102]. It is essential to have clear goals, a 
well-organized framework, and to ensure the 
active participation of all stakeholders:  teaching 
and administrative staff, parents and guardians. 

Conclusion
   This review presented the short- and long-
term social and emotional consequences of bullying 
at an international level on both adolescent 
victims and perpetrators, as well as on peer 
bystanders, based on the available literature. 
Moreover, the risk and protective factors were 
examined in the light of Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems theory[34-36], while two 
successful types of school programs for preventing 
and tackling bullying, namely, social and emotional 
learning (SEL) and peer support, were presented. 
Furthermore, this review revealed that there is 
scope for further research into the ecology of 
bullying, as well as into the effectiveness of social 
and emotional and peer support programs in the 
long term, and always with a view to 
children protection and well-being, in accordance 
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCHR) [103].

with a view to children protection and well-being, 
in accordance with the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCHR) [103].
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