
Results from Study Entitled "Factors Influencing Children's Reaction to School Bullying" 

Bullying is a pervasive form of violence that leads to a host of negative outcomes. Children who 
are bullied are more likely than their non-bullied peers to be depressed or anxious and to suffer 
academically. They are also at increased risk for suicidal behavior, and 71% of children who 
perpetrated school shootings were chronically bullied. Thus, bullying has been identified as a 
public health risk with potential tragic outcomes. Many current interventions aim to increase 
active bystander behavior, as it has shown to be effective in discouraging bullying. 
Unfortunately, intervention programs are only modestly effective overall and have not yet been 
successful at increasing active bystander behavior.  
 
The current research had three primary goals aimed at investigating bullying and bystander 
behavior. First, we were interested in learning what percentage of children report being bullied 
by their peers. Second, we were curious about children’s perceptions of their peers’ bystander 
behaviors when witnessing bullying and how frequently they observe various behaviors (e.g., a 
peer getting an adult for help or a peer stopping the bully). Third, we investigated the individual 
child characteristics that make children more or less likely to be bullied by their peers and to 
intervene when they witness bullying. 
 
In the spring of 2009, 4th- and 5th-grade classrooms in five Red Clay Schools participated in data 
collection for the project: Highlands Elementary, Marbrook Elementary, North Star Elementary, 
Richardson Park Elementary, and Richey Elementary. Seventy-six percent of students received 
permission to participate. During data collection, we collected information on teacher-, peer-, 
and/or self-report of children’s empathy, prosocial behavior, callous-unemotional traits, social 
self-efficacy, peer victimization, anger regulation, aggression, peer rejection, and bystander 
behavior when witnessing bullying. 
 
From these data, we were able to determine how normative peer victimization is in this age 
group. We asked children to complete a 5-item self-report measure assessing how much they 
are victimized by peers (with 1 representing no victimization, and 4 representing high levels of 
victimization).  The mean was 2.13 (SD = .78), which is fairly normative nationwide. 
Approximately 12% of children had a mean of 1, suggesting that they are never bullied by 
peers. Unfortunately, though, approximately 5% of children had a mean of 3.5 or higher, 
suggesting that they are seriously bullied by other children.  

Next, we asked children two peer nomination items related to bystander reactions to bullying:  
“When other kids are being bullied, who tries to stop the bully?” and “When other kids are being 
bullied, who gets an adult to help?” The vast majority of children reported that at least some of 
their classmates try to help those being bullied in each of these ways. However, unfortunately, 
approximately 7% of children reported that no one would try to stop a bully, and approximately 
10% of children reported that no one would get an adult to help.   

Third, we examined bivariate correlations between the self-report measure of peer victimization 
and a variety of child characteristics. We found that children were less likely to report being 
bullied by their peers if they were rated higher in prosocial behavior, social self-efficacy, and 
anger regulation. In contrast, they were more likely to report being bullied if they were rated 
higher in peer rejection, callous-unemotional traits, and aggression. 

Last, we examined bivariate correlations between the peer-report measure of bystander 
behavior and these same child characteristics. The children whom peers reported were most 
likely to try to stop a bully were rated high on prosocial behavior, empathy, social self-efficacy, 
and anger regulation, as well as low on peer victimization, peer rejection, callous-unemotional 
traits, and aggression. Furthermore, the children whom peers reported were most likely to get 
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an adult to help when bullying occurs were rated high on prosocial behavior, empathy, and 
anger regulation, as well as low on callous-unemotional traits and aggression.   

Taken together, results provide interesting insights into the characteristics of children who tend 
to be bullied, as well as the characteristics of the children who try to help stop bullies. We 
believe that these data will be useful as we work to improve intervention programs on school 
bullying. They give us clues as to those child traits that we want nurture, as well as those that 
we want to decrease. Combined with other work in our lab, we believe that these data provide a 
strong foundation for directions to pursue as we work to improve school bullying programs. 

 

 
 
 
 
 


