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SCHOOL BULLYING:  EFFECTS, INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION 

Steven Joseph T. Martin 

 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Dedra Tentis 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

 According to the Center for Disease Control, bullying is a major public health concern 

within the United States.  Almost 30 percent of juveniles report bullying either as a victim 

(11%), bully (13%), or both (6%) (Frieden, Degutis, & Hammond, 2011).  Olweus (1994) 

defined bullying as, “A person is bullied when he or she is exposed repeatedly over time to 

negative actions by one or more others, excluding cases where two children of similar physical 

and psychological strength are fighting.” 

 

 Acts of bullying include, but are not limited to, acts of violence, verbal harassment, 

spreading of rumors, and social isolation and rejection by peers (Frieden, Degutis, & Hammond, 

2011).  Male juveniles are more likely than females to engage in physical aggression toward their 

victims, while female juveniles are likely to engage in verbal harassment or relational bullying 

(exclusion). 

 

 Bullies often target individuals who are “different” from them, frequently preying on 

those labeled as unpopular with those students with status or are from controversial groups, such 

as homosexuals or minorities.  As such, there exists unequal power between the bully and his or 

her victim, which precludes the use of equal-power intervention or mediation (Englander, 2007).  

Another similarity is the lack of respect and justification of violence against the target person or 

group.   

 

Researchers, law enforcement, school faculty, and politicians are just beginning to 

understand that the disruption caused in classrooms is secondary to extremely negative effects 

bullying has on victims and perpetrators.  Research has shown that extreme bullying can have 

terrible effects on juveniles and communities.  As such school administrators need to become 

involved in any witnessed or reported bullying incident, whether in school, outside of school or 

on the Internet.  

 

When school administration is unable to control the persistent bullying of a juvenile, law 

enforcement involvement should be considered.  Society needs to view juvenile-on-juvenile 

harassment and assault as delinquent acts and adopt a zero tolerance approach to handling these 

incidents if less restrictive measures prove to be inadequate.  Assaults motivated by race, 

religion, sexual orientation, creed or gender should be treated as hate crimes and dealt with 

accordingly. 

 

Methods of Approach 

 

 The primary method of approach was a review and analysis of research data.  The 

findings were used to determine the needs of an effective bullying program and the assets 
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necessary to implement the program.  Information on bullying behavior, types of bullying, the 

effect bullying has on participants, existing and emerging intervention programs were obtained 

from scholarly journals, course textbooks and internet sources.  Based on an analysis of the data, 

recommendations were given in order to develop the best and most comprehensive intervention 

program.  

 

Bullying is a significant problem in the United States, with numerous examples of 

tragedies in the media due to peer-on-peer harassment.  Although commonly considered as 

coming of age behavior, recently researchers, law enforcement, school faculty, and politicians 

have begun to understand that bullying not only causes disruption in classrooms, but can also 

lead to a culture of intimidation and fear.  Once limited to school hallways and playgrounds, 

bullying is also affecting victims at home due to social media and an increase in cell phone 

usage.  Now more than ever, effective bullying prevention programs are necessary in order to 

prevent the further victimization of our nation’s youth. 

 

Results of the Study 

 

The research collected provides evidence of the connection between bullying and 

negative behavioral outcomes.  This is consistent with Robert Agnew’s General Strain Theory 

that found strain is associated with both the cause and effect of bullying behavior.  Research also 

clearly shows that system-wide school-based intervention programs, supported by the 

community, have the greatest success in reducing bullying within schools. 
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Introduction 

Bullying Examples  

 On January 14, 2010, Phoebe Prince was a 15-year-old Irish immigrant attending South 

Hadley High School in Massachusetts.  After several months of bullying by female students that 

began as a result of a relationship Phoebe had with a popular male athlete at her high school, 

Phoebe committed suicide in her family’s home.  Phoebe was not only harassed at school, but 

also on social media websites.  Eventually, six teenagers were charged with crimes ranging from 

stalking and harassment to battery as a result of Phoebe’s death (Webley, 2011).   

On April 6, 2009, 11-year-old Carl Walker-Hoover of Springfield, Massachusetts, hanged 

himself with an extension cord after daily harassment by his peers who thought Carl was gay.  

Although Carl’s mother made weekly pleas to the school administration to intervene in the 

bullying, the district made no effort and refused to allow Carl to transfer to another school in the 

district (GLSEN, 2009). 

Statement of the Problem 

 According to the Center for Disease Control, bullying is a major public health concern in 

the United States due to the long-term psychological effects on youth.  Almost 30 percent of 

juveniles report at least moderate bullying either as a victim (11%), bully (13%), or both (6%) 

(Frieden, Degutis, & Hammond, 2011).  McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter and McWhirter 

(2007) defined bullying as a “specific subset of hostile aggression in which (1) there is an 

imbalance of power with a more powerful person or group attacking a less powerful one, (2) the 

behavior is intended to disturb or harm, and (3) the behavior occurs repeatedly over time”  (p. 

247). 



   2 

Acts of bullying include, but are not limited to, physical violence, verbal harassment, 

spreading of rumors, and social isolation and rejection by peers (Frieden, Degutis, & Hammond, 

2011).  Male juveniles are more likely than females to engage in physical aggression toward their 

victims, while female juveniles are likely to engage in verbal harassment and social isolation. 

Additionally, cyber bullying is electronic based harassment and is considered a rapidly growing 

type of bullying. 

Common Victims of Bullying 

 Bullies choose victims that differ from social norms.  There are a variety of reasons for 

this which include:  the bully is less likely to receive social disapproval by choosing victims that 

do not conform; the bully often wishes to remind the victim of his or her differences; and the 

bully reinforces his or her own conformity to the majority group.  Many times the victimization 

may be a secondary goal after the bully’s desire to reinforce a superior social status (Englander, 

2007).  

According to Englander (2007), bullying shares many of the same characteristics of hate 

crimes.  As bullies tend to target individuals who are “different” from them, such as racial, 

sexual and religious minorities, the parallels are evident.  As such, there exists unequal power 

between the bully and victim, which precludes the use of equal-power intervention or mediation 

(Englander, 2007).  Another similarity is the lack of respect and justification of violence against 

the target person or group.  Additionally, a similarity between bullying and hate crimes is the fact 

that both are more likely to be committed by juveniles. 

Importance of Anti-bullying Intervention 

Research has shown that bullying is associated with behavioral, emotional and physical 

adjustment challenges.  Bullies are more likely to exhibit other delinquent behavior, including 
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higher drop out, illiteracy, and delinquent and criminal rates.  Victims tend to report greater 

levels of depression, anxiety, self-esteem issues, social isolation, suicidal ideation and behavior. 

Also, emotional and behavioral issues caused from bullying can lead to long-term negative 

outcomes well into adulthood, including excessive substance and alcohol use, depression, suicide 

ideation and psychiatric disorders (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2009). 

Literature Review 

Types of Bullying 

There are three types of traditional bullying which consist of physical, verbal and 

relational bullying (Slonje & Smith, 2008).  Additionally, cyber bullying is electronic based 

harassment and is a rapidly growing type of bullying.  The following is each form of bullying in 

greater detail. 

Physical bullying.  Physical bullying is a direct form of bullying that consists of attacks 

against another involving striking, kicking, throwing items and other forms of physical 

aggression.  According to Stein, Dukes and Warren (2007) bullying that involves physical 

violence is more common among boys, with boys being 4 to 5 times more likely to be bullies or 

bully-victims than girls.  Research also found that boys are more likely to be victims of physical 

bullying (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2007).  Of those who engage in physical bullying, it most 

often takes the form of reactive aggression, which is a defensive response to provocation, 

whether or not the threat is real or imagined (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2007).  As physical 

bullying can lead to injury, this type of bullying is more apparent to outside individuals, 

including teachers and parents.   

Verbal bullying.  Verbal bullying is a direct form of bullying that most commonly 

involves name-calling and other types of verbal harassment used to degrade the victim.  
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Although not considered as serious a crime as physical bullying, verbal bullying can cause 

extreme emotional trauma to the victim.  Verbal bullying is used in an effort to demean the 

victim while making the bully appear dominant and powerful. Verbal bullying is more 

commonly associated with girls, however both girls and boys use verbal bullying to achieve 

domination.  Offensive, berating and humiliating language used to bully is so pervasive in the 

American education system that a survey of teachers found offensive language is an hourly 

occurrence in schools (Englander, 2007). 

Relational bullying.  Relational bullying is an indirect and discreet form of bullying.  

This includes gossip, social status exclusion, and rumor creation in order to bully the intended 

victim.  In a study conducted on the effects relational bullying has on bullying participants, 

research found that girls are slightly more likely to engage in relational bullying (Dukes, Stein & 

Zane, 2009).  Boys are more likely to respond to long-term relational bullying with violence and 

the offenders in both the Virginia Tech and Columbine school shootings were reportedly victims 

of relational bullying prior to the incidents (Dukes, Stein & Zane, 2009). 

Cyber bullying.  According to Slonje and Smith (2008), cyber bullying is a form of 

bullying that occurs through mobile phones (phone calls, text messages, video/picture messages), 

email, social media (Facebook, Myspace, Twitter), or instant messaging. Those age groups most 

at-risk for cyber bullying (11 to 17 years of age) have exponentially increased their use of digital 

devices in the past decade.  A study by Patchin and Hinduja (2006) found that 90 percent of 

teenagers use personal computers daily and more than 50 percent own cellular phones.  The 

researchers concluded that 11 percent of their survey respondents under 18 years of age admitted 

to bullying someone online, 29 percent reported being a victim of cyber bullying, and 47 percent 

witnessed acts of cyber bullying.   
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Cyber bullying is unique to other types of bullying, as the victim is no longer able to 

leave school in order to get away from the harassment.  Both the school and the home become 

environments where cyber bullying takes place.  In fact, Slonje and Smith (2008) found that 

cyber bullying victimization is more likely to happen while the victim is outside of school 

grounds; however, it was common for victims to feel unsafe at school due to the off-grounds 

harassment. 

With the widespread exposure of digital mediums (cell phones, computers, etc.), the 

victims of cyber bullying lose the security of their homes.  The victim is normally safe at home 

from traditional types of bullying; however, with the Internet, mobile phones and even popular 

console gaming systems the victim can be constantly harassed.  Cyber bullying is different from 

other forms of bullying because of the anonymity of the Internet.  Slonje and Smith (2008) found 

that more than 36 percent of those bullied through digital mediums did not know the genders of 

those bullying them.  Cyber bullying has the potential for a much larger audience for the 

harassment, which may attract others to encourage or participate with the harassment. 

Cyber bullying is often paired with traditional forms of bullying, which can increase the 

likelihood of escalation acts.  In a study by Patchin and Hinduja (2006), the authors discussed a 

Dallas, Texas, incident involving an obese teenager with multiple sclerosis.  Anonymous bullies 

posted humiliating and belittling comments online that eventually crossed from the digital into 

the physical world and culminated with the victim’s car being vandalized and acid thrown at 

family members.  Boy victims of threatening text and email reported more instances of direct-

physical bullying, while girl victims of harassing text messages reported higher incidents of 

relational bullying (Rivers and Noret, 2010).  
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Characteristics of Participants and Effects of Bullying 

According to Dukes, Stein and Zane (2009), they found four distinct types of bullying 

participants:  pure bullies are perpetrators but are not victims; pure victims are those who are 

victimized by bullies but do not bully others; bully-victims are those who are both victimized 

and perpetrate against their peers; and neutrals are those who are neither victimized nor 

perpetrate against others. 

Pure bullies.  Pure bullies are more likely to exhibit impulsive behavior, have received 

harsh parenting from caregivers and display an attitude that accepts violence (Frieden, Degutis & 

Hammond, 2011). Research has shown that bullying is associated with behavioral, emotional and 

physical issues for both victims and bullies.  Bullies are more likely to exhibit other delinquent 

behavior, including higher rates of school drop out, illiteracy and delinquency (Dukes, Stein, & 

Zane, 2009).  Additionally, pure bullies are prone to excessive alcohol and drug abuse, rule 

aversion, higher rates of truancy, greater likelihood to bring a weapon to school and increased 

risk of school withdrawal prior to graduation (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2007). 

Pure victims.  Pure victims report difficulties in making and retaining friendships, poor 

self-esteem and exhibit passive behavior (Frieden, Degutis & Hammond, 2011). They also tend 

to report depression, anxiety, submissiveness, feelings of social isolation, suicidal ideation and 

behavior, eating disorders, truancy, early school withdrawal, and earlier instances of substance 

use than their peers (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2009; Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2007).  In addition, 

emotional and behavioral issues caused from bullying can cause long-term negative outcomes 

well into adulthood, including excessive substance and alcohol use, depression, and psychiatric 

disorders (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2009).  
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Of all victim types, gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) youth are at the 

highest risk of developing emotional disorders because of the greater risk of physical and verbal 

abuse they receive from peers (McWhirter, et al).  GLBT youth commonly have school 

performance issues, are more often truant, and withdraw earlier from school due to the 

harassment (McWhirter et al, 2007).  GLBT students face extreme ridicule, arguably more than 

other minorities, due to their sexual orientation and are stigmatized based on all aspects of their 

personal life.  These include their identity, behavior, relationships, and their community 

(Espiritu, 2004).  

According to a study cited by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network 

(GLSEN) (2009), researchers found that 86 percent of GLBT youth reported being verbally 

bullied at school in the past year, 44 percent reported being physically threatened, and 22 percent 

reported being physically assaulted.  Furthermore, educators often do not intervene due to their 

own bias.  Of those GLBT youth polled, 61 percent never reported the incident to the school due 

to the overwhelming belief that nothing would be done to change the situation. Of those GLBT 

students who made a report, 32 percent said the school staff did nothing in response (GLSEN, 

2009).   

This data is similar for adult GLBT victims of hate crimes.  For example, Espiritu (2004) 

reported that out of 765 reported incidents against sexual minorities, 10 percent of officers 

refused to take a report, 73 percent took a report but no arrest was made in their case even though 

a suspect’s identity was known, and only 17 percent of cases were cleared with an arrest.   

Bully-victims.  Bully-victims have the most issues with adjustment (Frieden, Degutis, & 

Hammond, 2011).  Research shows that bully-victims are most at risk for psychological 

problems, major aggressive behavior toward peers, poor social adjustment and isolation, 
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behavior disorders, and relationship difficulties (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2009).  Bully-victims are 

at-risk for increased alcohol use, depression, anxiety, health problems, Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), conduct disorder, and disturbed personalities (Stein, Dukes & 

Warren, 2007).  In general, bully-victims have lower GPAs and are the most at-risk sub-group 

within schools (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2007). 

A study cited by Stein, Dukes and Warren (2007) found that bully-victims were more 

likely to develop psychiatric disorders, have difficulty establishing and maintaining relationships, 

and have problems internalizing and externalizing behavior in later years.  Internalizing behavior 

causes self-destructive behavior while poor externalizing behavior creates a higher chance for 

injury among members of the bully-victim’s social group.  Of all the bullying participants, bully-

victims reported the highest incidents of injury and disclosed a higher tendency to carry a 

weapon (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 2009).     

Neutrals.  Neutrals are often witnesses to bullying and can develop feelings of guilt for 

not intervening on behalf of the victim.  Neutrals tend to indirectly aid in the isolation of the 

victim by avoiding them in order to prevent bullying being directed toward them (Frieden, 

Degutis, & Hammond, 2011).  Overall, neutrals display the best attitude toward school, highest 

self-esteem, and least problem behavior. 

Bullying Legislation 

 Every state, with the exception of North Dakota, has anti-bullying laws in effect. The 

following are descriptions of the bullying laws in Wisconsin, California and Massachusetts. 

Wis. State Statute 118.13 (1997).  Wisconsin’s anti-bullying law prohibits 

discrimination of a person due to race, religion, national origin, ancestry, creed, pregnancy, 

marital or parental status, sexual orientation, or disability.  Harassment that interferes with school 
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performance or creates a hostile school environment is also prohibited (WI SS. 118.13, 1997).  

Violation of this law could result in a $1,000 forfeiture; however, bullying is not considered a 

criminal act. 

Ca. Education Code 48900 (2008).  California law allows for the suspension or 

expulsion of a student for “intentionally engaging in harassment, threats, or intimidation, 

directed against school district personnel or pupils.”  The bullying has to be “sufficiently severe 

or pervasive to have the actual and reasonably expected effect of materially disrupting classwork, 

creating substantial disorder, and invading the rights of either school personnel or pupils by 

creating an intimidating or hostile educational environment’" (Ca. Education Code 48900, 2008).  

Although prohibited behavior that could result in suspension or expulsion, bullying is not a crime 

in California. 

Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 71, Section 370, (2010).  On May 3, 2010, Massachusetts’ first 

anti-bullying law became effective.  The Massachusetts law is notable in that it requires school 

districts to proactively approach bullying and empowers the school administrators to act on the 

bullying with little requirement from law enforcement.  The law defined bullying as: 

"Bullying'', the repeated use by one or more students of a written, verbal or 

electronic expression or a physical act or gesture or any combination thereof, 

directed at a victim that: (i) causes physical or emotional harm to the victim or 

damage to the victim's property; (ii) places the victim in reasonable fear of harm 

to himself or of damage to his property; (iii) creates a hostile environment at 

school for the victim; (iv) infringes on the rights of the victim at school; or (v) 

materially and substantially disrupts the education process or the orderly 

operation of a school. For the purposes of this section, bullying shall include 

cyber-bullying (School bullying prohibited, 2010). 

 

Additionally, the law prohibits any bullying on school grounds, during school functions, cyber 

bullying or anywhere off school grounds if the bullying creates a hostile environment at school 

for the victim. 
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 The law also requires all schools to develop and adhere to an anti-bullying plan; however, 

Massachusetts does not mandate the specifics of the plan.  The law also establishes reporting 

procedures for faculty members who either witness or are informed of bullying.  In addition, the 

law mandates education for students at every grade level in order to prevent and report bullying, 

as well as continuing education for school staff to appropriately handle bullying incidents.  The 

school is also required to inform the parents of the perpetrators and victims, develop counseling 

strategies to aid the victim and perpetrator, and make real attempts to ensure the safety of the 

victim.  

 Although the law does not outline a criminal punishment for engaging in acts of bullying, 

a person who engages in bullying in Massachusetts can be charged with a crime of stalking under 

Chapter 265, Section 43.  Stalking is a felony punishable by up to five years incarceration, a 

$1,000 fine, or incarceration for 2½ years and a $1000 fine.  The statute also allows punishment 

for cyber bullying. 

Recent Cases and Emerging Case Law Regarding Bullying 

E.O. Green School shooting.  Lawrence “Larry” Fobes King was a 15-year-old student 

who had identified himself publicly as a homosexual since he was 10 years old.  Larry began to 

be bullied in the 3
rd

 grade due to the perception his feminine qualities.  The bullying later 

intensified because he was openly gay and began to wear women’s clothing and makeup to 

school.  Although many teachers wanted Larry to dress what they considered appropriately, the 

school issued an email stating that it was Larry’s right to wear the clothing due to California law. 

 On February 12, 2008 Brandon McInerney, a 14-year-old student who had problems with 

Larry in the past, pulled a .22-caliber revolver out of his backpack and shot Larry twice in the 

head.  Brandon dropped the handgun on the floor of the computer room and walked out of the 
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classroom.  Brandon was subsequently arrested seven minutes later, about five blocks from the 

school.  Although Larry was declared brain dead on February 13, he was kept on life support 

until February 15 so that his organs could be donated. 

 Brandon refused to speak to investigators; however, police believe Brandon killed Larry 

because Larry had asked Brandon to be his Valentine in front of Brandon’s friends.  A student 

reported to police that Brandon reportedly told students to say goodbye to Larry, as Larry would 

never be seen again.  Brandon was charged with premeditated murder and the trial began on July 

5, 2011.  After weeks of testimony and jury deliberation, the presiding judge declared a mistrial 

on September 1, 2011 when the jury reported they were deadlocked over which crime to convict 

Brandon.  On November 21, 2011, Brandon pled guilty to second-degree murder, voluntary 

manslaughter and use of a firearm. Brandon received a sentence of 21 years confinement 

(GLSEN, 2009). 

Phoebe Prince.  As mentioned earlier, Phoebe Prince was a 15-year-old Irish immigrant 

who moved with her family to South Hadley, Massachusetts.  Phoebe was subjected to extensive 

bullying while a student in Ireland, and her aunt attempted to warn school administration in 

August 2009.  These warnings received no response from district personnel.  Phoebe was bullied 

shortly after developing an intimate relationship with a popular student, and endured months of 

verbal, relational and cyber bullying.  After a day of harassment on January 14, 2010, which 

culminated in a student throwing a can at Phoebe as she walked home from school, Phoebe 

committed suicide by hanging herself in the stairwell of her home.  A memorial was created on 

Facebook; however, the bullying did not end with her death as many crude comments about 

Phoebe were posted on the page. 
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 In March 2010, charges were filed against two male students and four female students, 

three as adults and three as juveniles.  The charges consisted of statutory rape for the two male 

teenagers involved, violation of civil rights, criminal harassment, disturbance of a school 

assembly and stalking.  The juvenile who threw the can was charged with assault with a deadly 

weapon.  Additionally, one of the minors was charged with assault against another juvenile who 

testified on the bullying Phoebe endured.  In May 2011, most of the teens plead to criminal 

harassment charges and received probation while one of the male students still awaits trial.  Due 

to the attention this case brought, Massachusetts’ legislators passed General Laws chapter 71, 

section 370, also known as “Phoebe’s Law” in March 2010 (Webley, 2011). 

Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education Et Al., 526 U.S. 629 (1999).  Aurelia 

Davis brought suit against the Monroe County Board of Education due to the persistent sexual 

harassment her fifth grade daughter, Lashonda D., endured in school.  Davis claimed monetary 

and injunctive relief under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, as she stated her 

daughter was barred from an education due to the school’s lack of action on reported harassment.  

Davis argued that the school board’s alleged indifference to the bullying of Lashonda effectively 

denied her daughter an education.  A lower court decided against Davis, and the United States 

Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit affirmed that decision.  The appellant court held that 

student-on-student harassment was not included on Title IX.   

Davis appealed to the United States Supreme Court, who reversed the lower decision and 

remanded the case.  The Supreme Court decided private damages under Title IX were allowable 

in student-on-student harassment, but only when: the school board acted with deliberate 

indifference to reported acts of harassment; the harassment was so severe, constant, and 

offensive that it barred the victim's access to an educational opportunity; and that it was error for 
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the lower court to dismiss the Title IX claim.  The Supreme Court determined it was an error to 

dismiss the Title IX claim because the lower court could not determine that Davis would have 

been unable to prove facts in support of her claim.  This case is important as it allows for victims 

to hold the school accountable for failure to act. 

Theory Application 

Bullies often exhibit impulsive behavior, have received harsh parenting from caregivers 

and display an attitude that accepts violence (Frieden, Degutis & Hammond, 2011).  Research 

has shown that bullies and bully-victims also exhibit psychological problems, major aggressive 

behavior toward peers, poor social adjustment and isolation, behavior disorders, relationship 

difficulties, increased substance abuse and are at-risk for early school withdrawal (Dukes, Stein, 

& Zane, 2009).  Pure victims also tend to report depression, anxiety, submissiveness, feelings of 

social isolation, suicidal ideation and behavior, eating disorders, truancy and increased risk of 

dropping school dropouts, and earlier substance abuse than their peers (Stein, Dukes & Warren, 

2007).  

What has been an area of question is whether deviant or self-destructive behavior is 

caused by school bullying or if individuals who display these characteristics are more likely to 

become bullies or victims.  The following criminological theories are useful toward building a 

better understanding of school bullying.  Neutralization techniques, Self-control theory and 

General Strain theory all have elements that support a greater understanding of bullying, with the 

most recent research into bullying conducted by General Strain theorists.   

Neutralization Theory 

Sykes & Matza (1957) believed deviance was learned behavior that consisted of attitudes 

that encouraged nonconformity.  These researchers differentiated between five types of 
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neutralization juveniles used in order to justify their delinquent acts.  They found justification 

was necessary due to the overwhelming feelings of guilt that the offender would feel had they 

not employed the justification.  These five areas of justification consist of:  denial of 

responsibility (accidental commission of act), denial of injury (no one was hurt due to the act), 

denial of victim (victim deserved the act, a form of retribution), condemnation of the condemners 

(offender believes everyone is out to get them), and an appeal to higher loyalties (act was 

committed to help another intimate) (Sykes & Matza, 1957).  Bullies use two forms of 

justification, which are denial of victim and denial of injury.   

Bullies often use denial to justify the victimization of others.  According to Englander 

(2007), bullies choose victims who differ from social norms as the bully wishes to remind the 

victim of these vulnerabilities.  This is common in the victimization of GLBT youth and other 

minorities.  Offenders begin with a personal prejudice, which is typically deeply ingrained.  This 

prejudice is central to the theory.  Prejudicial beliefs are usually learned through years of 

interaction with parents, friends or religious institutions during formative childhood and 

adolescence.  These prejudices hinge on the belief that the victim is inherently inferior to the 

offender and deserves punishment for these differences. 

In regard to denial of injury, statements made by juvenile offenders that painted swastikas 

on the property of Jewish students celebrating Hanukkah provide insight into this neutralization 

technique.  The juveniles claimed that they thought that it was a joke to commit the act and did it 

for what they considered “harmless fun” (Phillips, 2009).  This “harmless fun” caused the 

victims to experience a real fear for their safety, which affected their views of school, 

community and the effectiveness of police to protect their interests.  The juveniles applied 
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textbook neutralization as they refused to accept responsibility and believed their actions did not 

cause harm.  

Self-Control Theory 

In contrast, Hirschi & Gottfredson (2001) believe all criminal acts have something in 

common; an inherent lack of self-control of the offender.  They feel the best predictor of crime is 

a previous history of deviance.  They see crime as the outcome of poor self-control.  Everyone 

has the ability to commit deviance; however, by ages 8 to 10 most people have learned self-

control from their parents and begin to understand acceptable behavior.  Most individuals do not 

commit crime because there can be obvious, negative consequences that prevent future plans 

which is taught to them by their parents.  In contrast, individuals with low self-control often fail 

to consider the long-term consequences of their criminal actions and more readily risk sanctions 

(Hirschi & Gottfredson). 

Self-control theorists adequately explain the offender in bullying situations for several 

reasons.  Frieden, Degutis & Hammond’s (2011) study into bullying concluded that bullies were 

often subjected to harsh parenting and had difficulty developing and keeping social relationships. 

As children learn self-control and acceptable behavior from their parents, harsh parenting teaches 

the child to be aggressive in other relationships.  Additionally, bullies and bully-victims often 

engage in multiple forms of delinquency such as bullying, substance abuse, truancy, and 

aggressive acts, which supports the findings of Self-control theorists.  The acts of bullying 

themselves support Self-control theory as the behavior is developed, and becomes identified 

contrary to social norms, during middle school years when the child is expected to have 

developed the self-control necessary to function responsibly at school.  

 



   16 

General Strain Theory 

In Agnew’s An Overview of General Strain Theory (2001), Agnew discussed the General 

Strain Theory (GST) in simple terms, “When people are treated badly, they may get upset and 

engage in crime” (Agnew, 2001, pg. 161).  This simple explanation is built upon by Agnew 

when he describes the types of strain related to juvenile delinquency in particular, which include 

strain caused by the failure to achieve valued goals, loss of positive stimuli, and threat of 

negative stimuli (Agnew, 2001).  Moreover, GST posits that individuals will respond to strain in 

different ways.  GST has been used to explain school bullying in two diverse ways.  The first is 

that school bullies engage in bullying due to strain.  The second, school bullying is a strain to the 

victim and may cause the victim to engage in delinquency or other high-risk activities, especially 

self-destructive internalizing behavior. 

Patchin and Hinduja (2010) found a significant relationship between strain and bullying. 

They measured strain through the anger and frustration reported by middle school students.  

Those who had anger and frustration most associated with strain (i.e. dysfunctional families, 

poor school attendance, etc.) were more likely to engage in significantly more traditional and 

cyber bullying than peers that did not report those same strains (Patchin & Hinduja, 2010).  The 

researchers also found that adolescents who bully their peers are four times more likely to have 

court referred delinquency charges than non-bullies. 

 Agnew (2001) found that victims of bullying also experience strain.  Agnew determined 

bullying to be a strain if it met four conditions.  The first requirement is bullying should be 

perceived as unjust.  This is true as bullying often violates norms of justice.  The second is 

bullying should be perceived as high in magnitude, which is the case as peer relations are central 

in the lives of adolescents.  The third requirement is bullying is not associated with conventional 
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social control as it occurs away from adult authority figures.  The final requirement is bullying 

exposes the strained individual to bullies who model aggressive behavior (Agnew, 2001).  

Agnew found that victims of bullying were more likely to engage in delinquency if they 

displayed certain psychological traits. 

Hay, Meldrum and Mann (2010) supported and expanded on Agnew’s findings.  They 

found that exposure to both traditional and cyber bullying resulted in a high correlation in, 

internalizing and externalizing behaviors.  Externalizing behavior is most commonly recognized 

as delinquent behavior depicted as substance abuse, truancy and early school withdrawal in 

victims of bullying.  Internalizing behavior is recognized as poor self-esteem, depression, anxiety 

and suicide ideation.  In addition, traditional and cyber bullying had greater effects on self-harm 

and suicide ideation than delinquency, although all three effects were statistically significant 

(Hay, Meldrum and Mann, 2010).  These researchers found that the effect traditional bullying 

had on suicide ideation was 80 percent higher than the effect it had on delinquency.  Similarly, 

cyber bullying had a 24 percent greater effect on suicide ideation than its effect on delinquency. 

It is clear by the research that strain and school bullying is related significantly. 

Programs Implemented to Address Bullying 

School-based Plans 

Similar to antismoking education campaigns, education and awareness at every grade 

level has shown positive behavioral changes and significant reduction in bullying incidents 

(Sampson, 2009; Englander, 2007).  Schools can reduce their bullying incidents 50 percent by 

developing: 

A schoolwide foundation that offers universal interventions; a value system 

based on caring, respect, and personal responsibility; positive discipline and 

supports; clear behavioral expectations and consequences; skills development; 

and increased adult supervision and parental involvement.  
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Early interventions that target specific risk factors and teach positive behavior 

and critical-thinking skills at the classroom level, including lessons, discussion, 

and parent meetings. 

 

Intensive individual interventions that provide bullies and victims with individual 

support through meetings with students and parents, counseling, and sustained 

child and family supports (Olweus, 1997). 

 

The most common theme for bullying prevention is to recognize there is a problem, identifying 

those involved, teaching youth that there are consequences for engaging in bullying, and 

following through with the consequences. 

 School staff should intervene in every witnessed or reported bullying incident; however, 

intervention should be a scaled response.  Consequences for bullying can range from informal 

meetings, parental notification, detention, suspension or law enforcement referral for the most 

extreme cases.  The following is an example of a comprehensive school-based anti-bullying 

program supporting its components.  Law enforcement and political initiatives are discussed 

after the intervention plan. 

Social-Emotional Learning Intervention Program.  The Social Emotional Learning 

Intervention Program (SELIP) is described in an article written by Kathleen Allen.  The program 

was implemented in a United States suburban high school after an assessment was conducted of 

the school.  The assessment revealed a systemic bullying problem throughout the school, and the 

problem was presented to the entire school faculty.  After that presentation, a core group was 

created consisting of teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, a student and a parent.  This 

group met two to three times monthly for over a year with the task to develop a system-wide 

anti-bullying response.  This is important as effective bullying intervention plans need to be 
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system wide in order to cause significant reductions in bully behavior (McWhirter et al, 2007).  

The group was supported by the school’s principal and also a shared decision making team 

already present in the school.  According to Sampson (2009) this model is consistent with 

research.  Sampson reported that intervention plans with strong principal involvement had 

significantly less bullying. 

 SELIP was introduced to the school’s faculty during professional development training 

prior to the start of the school year.  This training was important as studies have found that many 

teachers underestimate the effects bullying has on children.  Research has shown that as many as 

25 percent of teachers do not believe it is necessary to intervene when they witness bullying 

(Feinberg, 2003).  After the training, school staff piloted the program for the first semester, and 

the core group presented the program to students and parents at mid-school year.   

The anti-bullying program was developed separately from the school’s Code of Conduct.  

The intent of SELIP is for long term monitoring and follow-up.  In addition, an entry is not made 

in the student’s file unless the bullying incident was serious.  In contrast, the school’s Code of 

Conduct is used to deal with a student punitively for acute violations, and the punishment is kept 

in the student’s file.  

According to Allen (2010), SELIP consists of four components:  the reporting form, an 

intervention and follow up process, a continuum of responses and an intervention team.  Figure 1 

is a schematic of the reporting process.  Reporting the bullying is key to the intervention program 

for two reasons.  First, reporting the incident allows others to solicit the information and offer 

guidance in the resolution.  Second, reporting allows for the creation of records detailing 

bullying incidents and how those incidents were resolved for future reference.  Any parent, 

teacher or student can report suspected bullying under this program.  This is an important part of 
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the program as each of those groups may come across information regarding possible bullying in 

different ways.  Sometimes students do not feel comfortable being named as the reporter of the 

incident.  In these cases, students are encouraged to discuss the incident to a trusted teacher 

verbally or students can provide a written statement detailing the suspected abuse. 

 
Figure 1 (Allen, 2010) 

 

 Allen (2010) discussed four individuals who participate in bullying intervention:  

receivers, responders, liaisons and coaches.  Receivers are faculty members who receive verbal 

or handwritten bullying reports.  The receiver has the option of either handling the incident 
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personally or can refer the matter.  A responder is the individual who deals directly with the 

bullying.  A responder has the option to deal with the incident alone or he or she can collaborate 

with a Social-Emotional Learning Intervention Team (SELIT) coach.   

 SELIT coaches have more training in bullying incidents and act as subject matter experts.  

In addition, a responder can work directly with an assistant principal as a last resort if the 

bullying incident is substantial.  This option is one of last resort as the assistant principal has 

more options to implement and higher authority.  Assistant principal involvement is often 

accompanied by main office referral due to a direct violation of the school’s Code of Conduct.  

 Liaisons are staff members who are tasked with the responsibility to gather information 

and aid a student reporter in maintaining confidentiality, while coaches act as mentors to staff 

members.  Coaches can resolve incidents personally, monitor progress or assist staff members 

with intervention and are members of the SELIT.  The SELIT is a subcommittee of the core 

group that developed the intervention program.  The SELIT acts as a repository of information 

for bullying reports and data tracking.  

 This component of the program also determines if bullying occurred.  Faculty members 

are trained to look for four areas of concern regarding bullying, which include:  establishing if 

there is a power imbalance between the offender and the victim; determining if there is a history 

of aggression between the offender and the victim; deciding if normal deviant behavior can 

develop into bullying; and concluding if the behavior is causing distress to the participants after 

the conclusion of the incident.  The intervention program was designed to handle any type of 

conflict as normal conflicts can escalate into bullying if left unchecked. 

 The second component outlined by Allen (2010) is intervention and follow up.  There are 

five phases to responding to a reported bullying incident under SELIT.  These include the receipt 
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of the complaint, a preliminary investigation, the intervention, resolution and follow-up.  These 

steps are outlined in Figure 2.  The receipt of the complaint was discussed previously; however, 

it is important to note that this phase requires the receiver to inform the reporter that the report 

was taken seriously.  The responder then conducts a preliminary investigation in order to 

determine the facts of the situation.  The intervention phase is when the staff member deals 

directly with the situation, which is discussed in depth under the continuum of responses.  The 

resolution phase takes place after intervention has been accomplished and is succeeded by the 

follow up phase to ensure the intervention succeeded and there have not been repeated episodes.  
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Figure 2 (Allen, 2010) 

 

 During each phase the responder, or the liaison in some cases, continues to update the 

reporter as to the progress of the intervention.  In certain cases, teachers are updated if their class 

was one of the areas that the bully was focusing aggression toward other students.  In addition, 

several forms are used to track progress and provide information to the SELIT.  The interim form 

is used to provide information regarding the responder’s course of action and how the 

intervention is proceeding.  The final report is completed at the resolution phase and forwarded 
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to SELIT.  The follow up report is completed during follow up to track how well the intervention 

worked (Allen, 2010). 

 Plans need to include a clear definition of bullying and a plan for action.  Plans need to 

consist of an effective way to reduce student-on-student harassment and develop opportunities 

for students to be recognized for positive behavior by school staff (McWhirter, et al, 2007).  

According to Allen (2010) the final component of SELIP is the continuum of responses that 

consist of environmental modifications, family or student meetings, student-support approach, 

and traditional intervention.  

 Environmental responses deal with physically changing the situation to reduce minor 

bullying instances.  Some of these techniques include changing the seat of the bully or victim, 

changing the cooperative learning group the bully or victim belong to, having students help 

monitor the situation, and positioning an adult so that authority is present between classes.  

Research found there is an inverse relationship between the number of adults present and the 

number of bullying incidents (Olweus, 1994).  Another technique to control the class 

environment is to provide the bully an opportunity to focus his or her attention away from the 

victim.  This technique consists of giving the bully a positive task to concentrate on that does not 

involve other students. 

Bullying situations that are minor or moderate in severity may require family or student 

meetings.  These meetings are intended to be non-disciplinary in nature and could be between the 

responder and the bully, as well as the bully’s family.  These non-punitive meetings are designed 

to offer support that is based on a problem-solving resolution designed to aid in reducing the 

aggressive behavior.  Englander (2007) also found that schools with anti-bullying programs 

addressing tolerance and respect made the most progress toward the reduction of bullying.  In 
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these cases the responder, or another staff member with knowledge of the event, expresses 

concern for the bully (Allen, 2010).  The belief is the bully may have emotional problems that 

contribute to the behavior.  If the parents are involved in the meeting, the responder’s role with 

the parents is to provide information so the parents can provide positive support for the bully.   

The student-student approach was developed to encourage empathy among students, as 

well as promote shared responsibility for the well-being of others with the need to solve 

problems in lieu of placing blame (Maines & Robinson, 1997).  The facilitator first interviews 

the victim to determine the type of bullying experienced.  The victim is informed the bully will 

not get in trouble to prevent concerns of retaliation.  A small group is established with the bully 

or bullies, neutrals, and friends of the victim with the goal to help solve the problems the victim 

is having.  While solving the victim’s problems, attention is focused on the feelings the bully has 

in order to help that person deal with their issues. 

According to Allen (2010) traditional interventions may prove to be the best course of 

action.  This approach consists of investigating the incident and applying a form of discipline. 

This approach is one of escalation:  first, warn the student of the consequences associated with 

his or her behavior; second, talk to the bully and involve his or her parents; third, have a 

conference with bully and their parents warning of future incidents; and fourth, if the behavior 

continues initiate progressive discipline that can include detention, suspension or loss of 

privileges (McWhirter et al, 2007).  Salmivalli, Kaukiainen and Voeten (2005) also found the 

largest reduction in bullying occurred in schools that adopted a zero tolerance toward bullying. 

Law Enforcement Involvement 

Many bullying incidences are comparable to criminal acts.  From harassment to physical 

acts, there are many occurrences where law enforcement intervention is a desirable course of 
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action.  Police investigations in school may discover that crimes such as theft, batteries, hate 

crimes and harassment may be related to school bullying (Sampson, 2009).  Furthermore, 

Englander (2007) made the case that bullying shares many of the same characteristics as hate 

crimes.   

According to Sampson (2009) law enforcement should serve as a supportive role in 

bullying intervention plans.  Although many bullying incidents are comparable to criminal acts, 

intervention should be a scaled response.  Law enforcement referrals should be reserved for the 

most extreme cases; however, law enforcement support should be utilized in order to enhance the 

legitimacy of the program.  Officers assigned to schools should be advocates for the adoption of 

anti-bullying programs (Sampson, 2009).  Police can aid the school in addressing areas with little 

adult supervision where bullying often takes place such as on playgrounds, hallways and 

stairwells.  Police should also encourage schools to measure bullying prior to implementing a 

program in order to determine if intervention techniques are successful. 

Olweus (2005) found that schools that employed anti-bullying programs had a reduction 

in delinquent behavior, including vandalism, fighting with the police, theft, alcohol consumption 

and truancy.  These findings were also corroborated by a study conducted by Salmivalli, 

Kaukiainen and Voeten (2005).  Olweus (2005) also found improved social order and discipline 

in classrooms, an increase in positive social relationships, and more positive attitudes toward 

school. 

Political Involvement  

Recently, President Barack Obama launched a series of pubic service announcements, 

White House Conferences on bullying prevention, and websites devoted to ending bullying in 

America.  Prompted by his own victimization as a youth and the recent highly publicized 
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suicides by victims of bullying, President Obama released a plan of action on March 11, 2011, 

with the goal to make schools free of harassment.  The website www.stopbullying.gov was 

developed to provide age specific resources for those that are victims of bullying, as well as 

resources for parents and educators to help victims of bullying.  The website also provides 

appropriate plans of action for educators who witness bullying. 

In addition, the White House placed special emphasis on helping GLBT youth victims 

due to the extreme amount of bullying experienced, as well as the number of suicide incidences 

among that population.  The “It Gets Better Project” was launched to provide peer support for 

those GLBT juveniles that are victims of bullying.  The project, which can be found at 

www.itgetsbetter.org, consists of videos of personal stories, trending chat groups, resources, and 

information for those that identify, or have loved ones that identify, as GLBT and are suffering 

from bullying.  The project has also recently released several television announcements in order 

to draw attention to the website.  The overall goal of the project is to empower victims and 

provide positive examples of those people who have responded appropriately to bullying. 

Summary and Conclusion 

School bullying is an endemic problem throughout the U.S. education system.  The 

effects of bullying on victims, bully-victims and bullies can have lasting behavioral affects.  

Additionally, bullying can result in other delinquent behavior and lead to escalation events 

resulting in injury, suicide ideation and increased substance use.  Recent legislation mandating 

bully intervention programs and court cases placing liability on school districts that fail to create 

a safe environment have increased.  This trend reflects the courts and legislators growing 

awareness of the destructive nature of bullying. 

http://www.stopbullying.gov/
http://www.itgetsbetter.org/
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Criminological theory supports the need to intervene in bullying.  The internalizing and 

externalizing effects that bullying has on the young psyche causes many developmental 

concerns.  These developmental problems can cause juveniles significant amount of strain which 

can increase delinquent behavior, decrease self-esteem, and cause lifelong behavioral problems. 

School anti-bullying plans, legislation, and law enforcement support are necessary in 

order to prevent bullying.  Although many believe that bullying is typical childhood behavior, 

research has clearly shown that bullying can result in self destructive and deviant behavior. 

Research has also shown that extreme bullying can have terrible effects on all of the bullying 

participants, with the worst response by bully-victims.  All community resources need to become 

involved in any witnessed or reported bullying incident, whether in school, outside of school or 

on the Internet.  

System-wide anti-bullying plans must be implemented that focus on immediate, non-

criminal, bullying intervention by educators.  Educators must move away from the belief that 

bullying is typical behavior and anti-bully training should be implemented as part of teacher in-

service.  Legislation and political resources are necessary in order to direct the schools that are 

resistant to developing programs.  This necessity is to protect both bullies and victims from the 

negative traits that are developed due to bullying.  In addition, law enforcement involvement as a 

supporting element is necessary to bring legitimacy to the school’s anti-bullying plan.  When 

school administration is unable to effectively intervene or the case is severe, law enforcement 

should take a primary role in the intervention process.   

Society must view juvenile-on-juvenile verbal, physical, relational and cyber-bullying as 

delinquency.  After proper intervention programs are unable to provide a positive result, 

communities must adopt a zero tolerance approach to handling these incidents.  Furthermore, 
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many victims are selected due to their characteristics.  Bullies who choose their victims based on 

race, religion, sexual orientation, creed or gender should be treated as a hate crime offender and 

referred to the courts if intervention programs are inadequate. 
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