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Abstract

Arseneault’s review is a timely reminder of the strong evidence for the negative impact of school bullying, especially although not only on the victims of it.  It is particularly important in dealing with the evidence for causal links, mechanisms, and possible moderating factors. In this Commentary, I raise some issues about the definition of bullying; the importance of separating out the bully/victim category; differing impacts of types of victimization, and notably cyber victimization, perhaps interacting with gender; and evidence on school anti-bullying policies and impact of interventions.

Attitudes to bullying have changed in recent decades.  Not so long ago, it was rather common to hear that bullying was a natural part of growing up, something you should just learn to cope with.  Although less common now, these views have not gone away. In 2010, Helene Guldberg re-animated the issue; under the heading ‘Sorry, but it can be GOOD for children to be bullied’, she said that “Today's obsession with the long-term effects of bullying means children are growing up without the social skills or toughness to exist and compete in the adult world. To me, that seems far more damaging to their development and their relationships with each other than any fight or insult could ever be”.   

A kernel of truth in Guldberg’s argument is that possibly we do worry too much about the odd fight or insult between equals. Clearly there are skills to develop in coping with provocations, and it is desirable to develop such skills.  But as almost all definitions of bullying make clear, bullying involves an imbalance of power.  It is not between equals, and it specifically does not include the odd fight or quarrel between reasonably equally-matched peers. It is difficult for the victim to defend himself or herself.  This difficulty may stem from lack of confidence; lack of physical strength; lack of friends to support; being outnumbered; or it may be related to prejudice, often because of gender, gender orientation, race/ethnicity, faith, or disability. For victims of bullying, the damage to their development can in some cases be profound and long-lasting.

The review by Arseneault (2017) thus serves an important purpose in reviewing the evidence for these developmental impacts, with a critical view on the nature and consistency of the evidence.  Particularly valuable is the emphasis on longitudinal studies, and on twin studies, to establish the likelihood of a causal relationship from victim experiences to psychological and health outcomes (rather than, or more than, vice versa).  Also important is her exploration of mechanisms for such effects, and of moderating or mediating factors which may amplify or alternatively decrease these impacts.  Finally, she draws important suggestions and implications for intervention.

Early on Arseneault gives a definition of bullying; but this is more contentious than it might appear here. The phrase ‘from the same age group’ does not appear in all definitions.  It is not in the Department for Education (2017, cited, p.8) definition, which states that “Bullying is behaviour by an individual or group, repeated over time, that intentionally hurts another individual or group, either physically or emotionally  … any experts say that bullying involves an imbalance of power between the perpetrator and the victim”. In fact the Department for Education guidance specifically mentions “bullying of staff …by pupils … is unacceptable” (p.14); and researchers have also written about teacher to pupil bullying. Arseneualt later writes about workplace bullying, and much of this (unlike school bullying) is vertical rather than horizontal, i.e. from line managers downwards. 

Arseneault states that in early research ‘bullying was studied almost exclusively in Scandinavian countries’, and it is true that the work in Norway, Sweden and Finland started the explosion of research studies in western countries in subsequent decades.  But there has also been a long tradition (at least back to the 1980s) of studies on ijime in Japan, and also of similar phenomena in South Korea.  It is however relatively recently that these eastern studies of bullying-like phenomena have taken their place with western studies in publications accessible to a western audience (see Smith, Kwak & Toda, 2016).

The main thrust of the Arseneault review is on the effects of being bullied.  Here, some attention is rightly paid to the distinction between ‘pure’ victims (those who do not also bully others), and the bully/victims (those who are both victims but also bully others). Not all the relevant studies make this distinction (for example the Christchurch study mentioned). However, although there can be some movement over time between bullying roles, pure victims and bully/victims may present distinct characteristics, and the long-term outcomes may be different, generally more severe for the bully/victims.  The same kind of issue has affected discussion of the characteristics of, or outcomes for, bullying perpetrators – for example, if they have lower self-esteem or are more depressed.  Some findings suggesting this is the case, may have included bully/victims within the ‘pure’ bullying category.
Another factor to consider in relation to impact, is the type of victimisation experienced. This has actually been relatively neglected in research on the topic, although work such as that of Finkelhor et al., cited, does indicate that polyvictimization (experiencing multiple types) leads to more adverse effects.  Most work has been done in comparing the relative impact of traditional (offline) and cyber (online) victimization, where there has been some lively debate (e.g. Olweus, 2012, and commentaries).  There are arguments both ways about their relative impact. Being a cyber victim is often perceived as having greater impact, for at least two reasons.  One is the wider potential audience – hundreds or thousands of visitors might see a humiliating picture or message on a website, compared to the dozen or so who might see or hear about a playground humiliation.  The second is the 24/7 nature of cyberbullying – there is no respite, unlike the evenings, weekends and holidays when there is a respite from traditional bullying.  On the other hand, some children (more often boys) seem able to minimise the impact of cyberbullying because they perceive it as in a sense not real – you are not actually physically hurt or damaged (Ortega et al., 2012).  Clearly relative impact may vary by gender, and the actual types within traditional or cyber bullying, but the empirical evidence so far is that being a cyber victim has impacts just as severe, and sometimes more so, than traditional bullying; while those who experience both traditional and cyber bullying are the worst affected.
The negative effects of bullying on victims (but also on others involved, or who witness it, or on school climate generally) do provide a powerful impetus to take action about it.  As Arseneault points out, in England and Wales all schools must legally have some kind of anti-bullying policy.  Although there has been no evaluation of the effectiveness of this at a national level, there are some modest indications that high quality policies are associated with less bullying (Smith et al., 2012).  So far as school-based interventions are concerned, the Ttofi and Farrington review, cited, provided new standards in carrying out a meta-analysis of intervention studies, and also in examining components of effective interventions; nevertheless some of their conclusions (about disciplinary methods, use of peers, and age-appropriateness of interventions) are debatable (Smith, Salmivalli & Cowie, 2012; Yeager et al., 2015).  There is also debate about the extent to which cyber victimization needs specific interventions, or can be covered by interventions for bullying generally; the collection edited by Campbell and Bauman (2018), provides a useful review of cyberbullying interventions. Hopefully as such anti-bullying interventions become better informed, evaluated, and improved, the damaging effects that bullying can have will be lessened.
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