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Abstract

Background: Bullying is defined as any aggressive behavior that incorporates three
core elements, namely: (1) an intention to harm; (2) repetitive in nature; and (3) a clear
power imbalance between perpetrator and victim. Bullying behaviors can occur in
many contexts, for example, in schools, in the workplace, between siblings, and most
recently, online. Notably, bullying is a matter of public health, impacting the life
outcomes of both bullies and victims, in varying ways. School-bullying is a strong risk
marker for several negative behavioral, health, social, and/or emotional problems. Aim:
To identify school bullying risk factors, to understand how individual characteristics of
students interact with environmental contexts or systems and to prevent victimization
and perpetration, and provide recommendations for future interventions and research,
Methods: A study of MEDLINE was made, all scientific literature published from
May2020until April 2023 in PubMed & Web of Science [Science Citation Index
Expanded), Social Sciences Citation Index, & Emerging Sources Citation Index] were
included, Summary: It is clear that school bullying is an important target for effective
intervention and prevention. Bullying is an ethical problem as well as a developmental
one: targeting school bullying facilitates the process of optimal psychological
development but it also addresses the question of human rights, especially the rights
of the child.
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Introduction:

Factors that predict bullying behavior in school require a close examination of the complex inter-
relationships between the individual and the environment. There is no, one single causal factor for
bullying. In fact, it is the interaction between multiple contexts defined as the social-ecology in
which bullying and victimization unfold. The ecological model of bullying perpetration and
victimization includes micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chronosystem levels in addition to the

individual factors (1).
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In the area of school bullying, this model has used in understanding how individual characteristics
of students interact with environmental contexts or systems and to prevent victimization and

perpetration (2). It consists of five levels
Microsystem; these include peers, family, community, and schools.

Meso-system; is the interaction between components of the microsystem. Examples of

mesosystem include the interrelations between the family and school, such as parental involvement

in their child’s school.

Exo-system; is the social context with which the child does not have direct contact, but which
affects him or her indirectly through the microsystem. Examples include teacher or staff
perceptions of the school environment and opportunities for professional development around

bullying, school violence, or school climate.

Macrosystem; refers to cultural blueprint, which determine the social structures and activities in
the various levels. This level includes organizational, social, cultural, and political contexts, which

influence the interactions within other system levels (e.g., state legislation, discipline policies.

Chronosystem level, includes consistency or change of the individual and the environment over

the life course (e.g., changes in family structure through divorce, displacement, or death).
Individual Risk Factors
Age:

Whereas the prevalence of female bullies decreases steadily with age, the prevalence of male bullies
remained roughly constant from the ages of eight to 16. In later adolescence, bullying becomes

more relational, culminating in forms such as racial and sexual harassment in adulthood (3).
Gender:

While both girls and boys are involved in bullying perpetration and victimization, it was found
that boys are involved in bullying at greater rates than girls (4). While Gitls experience more

indirect bullying, boys more often experience direct forms (5)
Grade level:

Bullying has generally been shown to be most prevalent in middle school and it peaks during school
transition (i.e., between elementary and middle school and between middle and high school) as
adolescents are negotiating new peer groups and use bullying as a means to achieve social

dominance and popularity (6,7).

Ethnicity:
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Despite the lack of consensus on prevalence of bullying involvement among racial and ethnic
minorities, there is consistent evidence that racial and ethnic minority youth and immigrants are
more likely than majority and native-born youth to experience bullying, Minority students also

have higher risk for poor health and behavioral outcomes as a result of victimization (8).
Religious orientation:

From nationally representative sample of 5,000 middle and high students across America to
investigate bullying based on religion, it was found that 34.3% of Muslim students, 25% of Jewish
students, and 23.1% of Hindu students have been bullied over the last 30 days because of their
faith (9).

Sexual orientation:

Bullying (traditional, cyber bullying and homophobic bullying) occurs more frequently among
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and question (LGBTQ) youth in schools than youth who identify as
heterosexual. It was also found that LGBQ females, LGBQ males, and heterosexual females

experience each type of victimization at higher rates than heterosexual male (10).
Socioeconomic status:

Victimization is positively related to low socioeconomic status (SES), and negatively associated
with high SES. Bully-victim status was related to low SES, but not to high SES. SES is a poor
predictor of bullying others, suggesting that bullying perpetration did not appear to be socially

patterned and occurred across all socioeconomic strata at fairly similar rates (11).
Poor social skills:

Victims, bully-victims, and some bullies display deficits in social skills. Bullies and bully—victims
are less likely to adhere to social rules and politeness. Both bullies and victims were less aware of
the physiological reactions of their emotions, and were less able to apply social rules in social

interaction (12).

The victims generally have poor social skills that hinder the establishment and maintenance of

friendships because they are anxious, shy, submissive and insecure (13).
Academic achievement:

Victims and bully victims do poorly in school. The academic performance of students is
proportionally affected when bullying takes place. Victims do not concentrate in the class and they

also feel afraid to attend classes because of this very same reason (14).
Health status and Disability:

Disability exerts a great effect on adolescent mental health, and a large proportion (about 46%) of

this effect appears to operate through bullying. Children and adolescents with chronic physical
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illness or disability are more likely to be victims of bullying in general, particularly physical
bullying, relational bullying, verbal bullying, cyberbullying, and illness-specific teasing. They were
also more likely to be bullies, physical and relational bullies (15).

Students with disabilities are also involved in other bullying roles. Generally, having a disability
was associated with increased victimization, assisting, and defending behavior. Students with an
emotional disability reported more assisting, victimization, and outsider behaviors; students with
other health impairment reported more assisting, victimization, and defending; students with
autism reported less defending and outsider behaviors; and students with a learning disability

reported more defending behavior (16).
Depression and anxiety:

Studies consistently report that psychosocial problems, such as depression and anxiety are
commonly experienced by victims of bullying. Interestingly, it was found that students with
depression, social anxiety and loneliness were significantly more likely to be victimized by their
peers than students without these symptoms. Researchers theorized that depressed or anxious
behaviors could make the child an easy target for bullying victimization, as they appear to be more

vulnerable and the perpetrators fear less revenge from them (17).
Peer Group Risk Factors
peer support:

Bullying occurs within a group of peers who adopt different participant roles and experience a
range of emotions. Bullies do not act alone but rely on reinforcement from their immediate group
of friends as well as the tacit approval of the onlookers. Peer support empowers bystanders to take

action against bullying (18).

Presence of peer support has consistent advantages, such as reassuring to students who are not
bullied to have a system of support in place in case they, or a friend, should need it. Peer supporters
usually report that they benefit from the helping process, that they feel more confident in
themselves and that they learn to value other people more. For vulnerable students, the peer
support is a critical part of the process of feeling more positive about themselves and dealing with

difficulties such as victimization. It also makes the school environment safer and more caring (19).

Finally, increased peer acceptance and social support is associated with decreased bullying rates,
and anti-bullying strategies which adopt peer support system is one of the most successful
interventions in reducing bullying, mitigating its effect and improving quality of life of victims
(20).

Peer norms:
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Bullying and victimization in schools are inherently relational processes, relying on domination,
subjugation, and bystander apathy, all presumably shaped by peer norms. This type of violence is
a demonstration of “peer group power” in which a whole peer group participates in the bullying
with individuals fulfilling different roles and acting as moderators of such behavior, so peer norm
can moderate the individual classroom behaviors with peer acceptance. Cyber bullying is also

associated with the norms prevalent within the adolescent’s peer group (21).

Misperception of the peer norm for bullying is associated with high rates bullying perpetration and
attitudes. Social norms intervention is a promising strategy to help reduce bullying. For example,
using print media posters displaying accurate peer norms regarding bullying lead to reductions in
perceptions of peer bullying and probullying attitudes, personal bullying of others and
victimization and increased support for reporting bullying to adults at school and in one’s family
(22).

Delinquency:

Negative peer influence was found to predict involvement in bullying and victimization. the
strongest predictor of both bullying and victimization was delinquency measured as engaging in

vandalism, being a member of a gang, and carrying a weapon onto school property (23).

Alcohol/Drug use. The relationship between alcohol/substance use and bullying is well-
documented. Alcohol use is high among bullies and bully victims and so, it is a strong predictor of
bullying. Involvement in bullying is related to concurrent alcohol/substance use as well as future
alcohol/substance use. Thus, early evaluation of bullying behavior is important as part of alcohol-

use prevention programs among young adolescents (24).
School Risk Factors
School climate:

Positive School climate includes the following list of defining characteristics: “(a) order, safety, and
discipline; (b) academic supports; (c) personal and social relationships; (d) school facilities; and (e)

school connectedness” (25).

Research has shown a negative association between positive school climate and bullying behavior,
therefore schools that have a negative and punitive school climate, have higher rates of traditional
bullying and cyber bullying. Unhealthy and unsupportive school climate (e.g., negative
relationship between teachers and students, positive attitudes towards bullying) provides a social

context that allows bullying behavior to occur (26).
Teacher attitudes:

When adults in the school system ignore bullying or feel that bullying is just “kids being kids,”

then higher levels of bullying will exist. In order to battle bullying, it is important for students to
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have teachers who take an active stand against bullying, propagate anti-bullying norms and have
an effective approach to decrease bullying. Unfortunately, cyber bullying and other indirect or
covert forms of bullying may be more prevalent in classrooms where students perceive their

teacher’s ability to intervene in bullying as high (27).
Classroom characteristics:

Schools are comprised of classrooms and it stands to reason that healthy school and classroom
environments will have less bullying and victimization. There are four classroom characteristics
that have been found to be associated with greater levels of bullying and victimization: (1) negative
peer friendships, (2) poor teacher-student relationships, (3) lack of self-control, and (4) poor
problem-solving among students. The risk of bullying and victimization is associated with
characteristics of the organizational cultures adopted by adults at school. For example, positive
relations between the children and adults at school, which encourage student engagement and
provide students with social support, serve as a buffer against the problems. Attention should also
be paid to teachers' ways of relating to students involved in, or at risk for, bullying and their beliefs
and attitudes regarding bullying, which in turn influence their efforts to intervene. Furthermore,
classroom cohesion is directly associated with students’ willingness to intervene in bullying

situations (28).
Academic engagement:

When students are challenged and motivated to do well in school, engagement in bullying and
victimization is lower. Students involved in bullying and victimization are less academically
engaged. High academic engagement buffered the risk of bullying for youth who are exposed to
community violence. The negative associations between student-level bullying victimization and

engagement were intensified in more positive school climates (29).
School belonging;:

Higher victimization is linked with feeling less safe and less belonging in middle and high school
students. High level of school belonging partially buffers fighting and bullying behaviors for

students with and without disabilities (29)
Family Risk Factors
Parental characteristics:

Bullies typically come from families with low cohesion, little warmth, absent fathers, high power

needs, permit aggressive behavior, physical abuse and poor family functioning.

Bully-victims come from families with physical abuse, domestic violence, hostile mothers,
powerless mothers, uninvolved parents, neglect, low warmth, inconsistent discipline, and negative

environment. Male victims had mothers who were overprotective, controlling, restrictive,
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coddling, overinvolved, and warm while their fathers were distant, critical, absent, uncaring,
neglectful, and controlling. Female victims had mothers who were hostile, rejecting, withdrawing

love, threatening, and controlling, while their fathers were uncaring and controlling (30).

Research has indicated that parental style is a strong predictor of various forms of
bullying/victimization in children and adolescents; it is either a protective or risk factor to
involvement in bullying. The results two recent meta-analysis studies. supported that specific
parental styles and practices act either as protective or as risk factors concerning both conventional
and cyber forms of bullying and victimization. The permissive parental style best predicts bullying

and victimization, but it relates more strongly with victimization than bullying.

Moreover, children of permissive parents are vulnerable to cyber bullying, as they are exposed to
internet space without supervision. Permissive parents are usually over-protective and as a result,
they do not let their children to develop basic social skills, so the children may become dependent

on them and they cannot defend themselves in peer victimization instances (31).

Authoritarian parenting is also related to Engagement in bullying and victimization. However,
Bullying seems to have a stronger relation with authoritarian parenting than victimization.
Furthermore, authoritarian parental style is also closely related to both cyber bullying and cyber
victimization. Punitive and harsh practices applied to the children of authoritarian parents, whereas
they are not responsive to their children's needs, learn the children to be aggressive towards less

powerful others, by watching these interactions among their family members (32).

On the other hand, research has consistently indicated that authoritative/flexible parenting is a

protective factor for both conventional and cyber types of bullying and victimization.
Family discord:

There is strong evidence that the role of contextual family variables (parental mental health and
domestic violence) and of relational family variables (in particular child abuse and neglect,
maladaptive parenting, communication, parental involvement and support) can predict both bully
perpetration and victimization. Students who bully others consistently report family conflict and

poor parental supervision (33).
Community Risk Factors
Neighborhoods:

The unsafe neighborhood environment can influence bullying behavior due to inadequate adult
supervision and negative peer influences. Moreover, there is a documented relation between
community violence and externalizing behaviors i.e., conduct problems, delinquency. On the other

hand, living in a safe and connected neighborhood predicted less bullying and victimization (34).

Societal Risk Factors
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Media:

The prevalence of school bullying is correlated with easy access to violent media and violent video
game playing is also linked with early adolescents” bullying. Exposure to anti-social media content
is significantly associated with being a perpetrator, as well as being a victim, of cyber bullying and
bullying. Aggressive behavior and bullying increase in children and adolescents who are exposed to

glorified, rewarded violence or Child preferences for violent videogames (35).

Prolonged exposure to violent media portrayals can increase the acceptance of violence as an
appropriate means of solving problems and achieving one’s goals. It can also increase impulsivity
and decrease cognitive control. However, Resilience and parenting styles are important socio

ecological factors influencing the relationship between adolescent exposure to media violence and

school bullying (36).
Intolerance:

All types of intolerance including sexism, ageism, classism, racism, religious intolerance, and sexual
prejudice, are correlated positively with the victimization of others in school; relational-verbal

bullying, cyber bullying, physical bullying, culture-based bullying (37).
Conclusion:

The emergence and continuation of bullying perpetration and victimization are best explained
through the social-ecological model given the complexity of how individual characteristics such as
aggression are largely influenced by social contextual environments that children and adolescents
are exposed to. The impact of school-bullying can occur concurrently with perpetration and/or
victimization, but also later in life. Previous studies have found that bullying victimization is often
followed by negative mental health outcomes such as: increased suicidal ideation; generalized or
social anxiety, low self-esteem and loneliness; psychotic symptoms; depression; sleeping problems;

and other psychosomatic symptoms.

Bullying is emerging as a significant but preventable mental health risk factor for young people.
Once detected, a partnership involving the child, the parents, health professionals, teachers, and

schools is more likely to lead to a positive outcome.
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