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OF ROLES IN BULLYING  

Abstract: Bullying is a social phenomenon in which the perpetrator uses 

levers of power to inflict pain, feelings of discomfort, and fear on the victim. 

Bioecological theories of development substantiate that the environment has an 

impact on the individual, which can be negative or positive. The purpose of the 

research is to determine whether the environment plays a role in the occurrence of 

bullying. The survey included 65 students from two Slovenian primary schools 

who completed the questionnaire School Bullying Scales (Pečjak, 2014) in 

February 2020. We used descriptive and inferential statistics in the analysis of the 

data. In the research, the students of primary school A reported that they are 

involved in bullying more often than the students of primary school B. 

Statistically significant differences between the students of primary schools A and 

B occur in the roles of bystander and bully. The students of primary school A are 

more often in the role of bystanders and bullies than the students of primary 

school B.  

Based on the results and understanding of the bioecological theory of 

development, we conclude that the environment plays an essential role in 

preventing and reducing bullying in society. 

Keywords: environment, primary school, prevention. 

INTRODUCTION 

Society represents an interweaving of different relationships that (in)directly 

affect the life of each individual. Risks occur in the environment for various reasons, 

which affect the quality of life of an individual, including a student in primary 

school. 
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High technological development represents an opportunity for the growth of 

cyberbullying (UNESCO, 2019), which is also assessed as problematic behaviour by 

Borzucka-Sitkiewicz and Leksy (2018) and as one of the forms of bullying by 

Yasakci and Özdal (2019).  

Europa 2030 is a document in which one of the goals is to ensure a safe, 

stimulating, and non-violent environment (UNESCO, 2019). We strive for the 

creation of a stimulating, safe, and non-violent environment in various documents 

adopted on the national and international level, including the White Paper on 

Education in the Republic of Slovenia (Bela knjiga o vzgoji in izobraževanju v 

Republiki Sloveniji, 2011), Act on the Organization and Financing of Education 

(Uradni list RS, ńt. 16/07, 1996), Declaration of Human Rights (Splońna deklaracija 

o človekovih pravicah, 1948), and Convention on the Rights of the Child (Vojnovič, 

Otavnik, Pleńko, 2009). To effectively create a safe, stimulating, and non-violent 

environment, it is the task of all adults to prevent bullying. Good prevention of 

bullying is based on knowledge of bullying, its specifics, and its characteristics. 

Bullying represents all intentional, negative and aggressive acts committed by the 

perpetrator against the victim to cause feelings of pain, discomfort, and fear (Olweus 

& Limbur, 2010). There is an imbalance of power between the bully and the victim, 

which can be noticeable (physical superiority) or imperceptible (mental superiority) 

(Rigby, 2007). Ńulc and Bučar Račman (2019) find that bullying occurs in 

connection with the school.  

By understanding the different definitions of bullying, we conclude that 

bullying represents all repetitive aggressive behaviors that recur over time. The 

perpetrator deliberately uses levers of power over the victim to cause pain, 

discomfort, and fear. 

Bullying encompasses several aggressive acts, which are classified into 

various forms of bullying. Olweus (1995) classifies bullying into direct and indirect, 

to which all adults must pay particular attention. Rigby (2007) classified bullying 

into physical, verbal, and nonverbal bullying, which he further divides into direct 

and indirect forms. Sullivan (2011) divides bullying into physical verbal, direct 

nonverbal and indirect verbal bullying. The research focused on the classification of 

bullying into verbal, physical, relational, and cyberbullying, as defined by Cheng, 

Chen, Liu and Chen (2011).  

Verbal, physical, and relational bullying represents traditional bullying that 

occurred in the past. With the development of modern technology, bullying was 

shifted to the web and called cyberbullying, with which Alamri (2019), Holla, 

Fenyvesiová and Hanuliaková (2017), Nicklova and Makúchová (2018), Sullivan 

(2011), Yasakci and Özdal (2019) and Smith and Slonje (2009) dealt. Karagiannidis, 

Kouroupetroglou, and Koumpis (2012) agree that social media helped bullying 

spread beyond school boundaries. They assess that cyberbullying is even more 

dangerous than bullying.    
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The ripple effect model (Sullivan, 2011) shows the consolidation of 

individuals into roles in peer violence. The model indicates that bullying has 

important negative consequences that everyone in society should be aware of. 

Particular attention should be paid to the consequences of bullying for victims, as 

one of the consequences of bullying may be a suicide attempt or even suicide, as 

noted by Gini and Pozzoli (2013) and Geel, Vadder, and Tanilon (2014).  

Bullies face problems with the law, crime, and prison mainly due to a false 

sense of apparent power in adolescence and adulthood (Rigby, 2007). There are also 

consequences for bystanders of bullying. When the environment does not react, 

especially adults who are important to them, they realize that society is individual 

and that everyone has to take care of themselves (Sullivan, 2011). There are three 

typical roles in bullying: the bully, the victim, and the bystander of bullying. Bullies 

represent students with a predominant desire for dominance and display of power. A 

characteristic feature of bullies is aggressive behavior, combined with physical 

strength and plant-positive attitudes towards violence (Pečjak, 2014). Olweus (1995) 

and Rigby (2007) add that they can be physically stronger, opposing, defiant, and 

aggressive towards adults as well. 

One of the circumstances for a student to become violent is an uninspiring 

family environment with parents that approve of violence, lack of emotional 

environment, and inappropriate discipline methods (Pečjak, 2014). 

Bullies choose their victims mainly because of their characteristics. Based on 

this finding, Rigby (2007) argues that any student can become a victim of 

bullying.Bullying victims can often be identified as lonely and isolated by peers 

during breaks and at lunchtime and seeking closeness to adults (Olweus, 1995). 

Pečjak (2014) also agrees with this and adds that victims are often insecure, anxious, 

full of fear, have poor self-esteem, and low self-esteem. Usually, these represent 

quiet and shy students who feel like a misfit in the company of peers. 

Bystanders of bullying represent all persons who witness bullying. According 

to their attitude towards bullying and reaction to its occurrence, bystanders are 

divided into advocates of the bully, not involved in bullying, and advocates and 

protectors of victims (Pečjak, 2014). All bystanders of bullying, especially 

protectors of victims, represent an important group on which preventive programs 

for the prevention of bullying are based and operate (Olweus, 1995; Stevens, Van 

Oost, De Bourdeaudhuji, 2000). 

Of course, the consequences of bullying among bullies and bystanders should 

not be overlooked. The wave effect model by Sullivan (2011) assumes that bullying 

has consequences for bystanders, for whom it is estimated that, when unresponsive 

in cases of bullying, see that society will do nothing and that you can only rely on 

yourself. Rigby (2007) and Sullivan (2011) find that the consequences of bullying 

also occur in bullies, as they estimate that bullies encounter problems with law, 

delinquency, and crime in adolescence and adulthood. Hurley (2018) also agrees and 
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estimates that the long-term consequences, in addition to the above, the possibility 

of antisocial behaviors, and poor skills are connected to social relations. The 

consequences of bullying tell us that we need to take the issue of peer violence 

seriously. After reviewing the literature, Kožuh (2020: 151) finds that a primary 

school teacher must use different techniques and methods when working with 

students who commit peer violence.  Teachers’ didactic workshops and their ability 

to apply various teaching methods and create a coherent plan of work with their 

students, together with teacher skills in interpersonal communication make up an 

attempt to find successful solutions in their work with problematic students. The 

consequences for all those victims of bullying remind us that it is necessary to deal 

with bullying on the level of society. The prevention of bullying can be explained by 

the bioecological theory of development.  

The bioecological theory of environmental development (Bronfernbrenner, 

1981) classified society into concentric systems. It differs from each other in terms 

of the amount of direct impact on the individual. The center of the system is the 

microsystem, which includes the environments in which the individual lives and 

works. Ljubetić (2014) estimates that individuals in microsystems have the greatest 

impact on the individual. The environments that are classified in the microsystem 

are the family, the educational institution, and the peer group. Concerning bullying, 

the family, the educational institution, and the peer group have different influences – 

they can be positive or negative. The positive impact of the environment occurs only 

when a safe, non-violent, and positive environment where all individuals from all 

microsystems are equally important is created. Effective reduction of bullying 

occurs only with an open and respectful relationship between individuals in the 

family and primary school micro-system, based on partnership as the highest form 

of cooperation. The partnership represents shared care for the learner by the 

educational institution and the family to create a motivated, inclusive, and active 

learner who will create their success (Epstein, 2009). Ljubetić (2014) assesses 

partnership as the highest form of cooperation between the primary school, the 

family, and the student. 

A good partnership between society and an educational institution is 

represented by the mesosystem, which Bronfenbrenner (1981) justifies as a network 

of microsystems. In conjunction with bullying, he defines the possible program of 

prevention (Olweus, 1995; Sullivan, 2011; Olweus & Limber, 2010; Stevens, Van 

Oost, De Bourdeaudhuij, 2000). One of the important ingredients of the mesosystem 

is the justification of active participation, which contributes to the successful 

prevention of bullying. 

The microsystem and mesosystem affect the individual directly, while the 

systems that follow affect the individual indirectly. Despite the indirect impact, a 

person must be aware that even the ecosystem, macro and chronosystem have an 
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impact on the individual. Ljubetić (2014), Bronfenbrenner (1981), Hristovski 

(2003), and Horton (2016) argue that an individual is indirectly influenced by 

parental jobs, neighborhood, and media.  

Due to their important role in people's lives, the media have a great influence 

on the student as a source of information and knowledge. Of course, different media 

can harm an individual, as Izdebevska (2003, in Matyas, 2015) agrees. This 

awareness gives adults an important role in balancing the positive and negative 

influences of the media through education and awareness. Violent content can often 

be found in the media, for which Erjavec and Volčič (1999, in Kink, 2009) estimate 

that only they can have a physical, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral effect on the 

student. Ule (2008, in Kink, 2009) finds that in the experiment, students mimicked 

aggressive behaviors after only watching these. However, the effect was short-lived. 

The media can have a variety of indirect effects on an individual, which can 

be positive or negative. With the appropriate use of the content, adults can help to 

prevent bullying more effectively by using various media that are close to pupils 

(e.g. books, magazines, youth films, articles).  

The role of the environment is important in the prevention of bullying in 

educational institutions, so we believe that in addition to educating professionals in 

educational institutions, it is necessary to raise awareness of society as a whole 

because we can prevent bullying effectively with the help of society as a whole. 

In the research, we were interested in the role of the environment in connection 

with the frequency of bullying. The importance of the environment in preventing 

bullying is recognized by various preventive programs for the prevention of bullying, 

which emphasize the importance of individual groups in preventing and reducing the 

frequency of bullying. With the awareness and empowerment of important individuals 

in environments, which are classified as a microsystem according to the bioecological 

theory of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1981), we will effectively reduce the 

frequency of bullying and also successfully prevent it. The importance of the 

functioning of the environment in the frequency of bullying will be established in the 

research, in which we included two Slovenian primary schools. 

METHODS 

The aim of the research was to determine whether there are differences in 

studentsʼ assessment of the frequency of bullying depending on the environment. To 

accomplish the aim of the study, we hypothesized that studentsʼ assessments of the 

frequency of bullying differ based on where they attend primary school. The survey 

included 65 students from two Slovenian primary schools in February 2020. The 

survey included 38 (58.5%) primary school students B and 27 (41.5%) primary 

school students A.  The table shows a large proportion of primary school students.  
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Table 1. Number (f) and structural percentage (f%) of students                                                 

by primary school 

Primary school f f % 

Primary school A 27 41.5 

Primary school B 38 58.5 

 
Two Slovenian primary schools participated in the research. Primary school A 

represents a primary school in a settlement near major Slovene cities, while primary 

school B represents a smaller primary school in the countryside. 

In the research, we used the questionnaire School Bullying Scales (Pečjak, 

2014). The School Bullying Scales is a self-evaluation measurement instrument. It 

measures four types of bullying in primary school, which are verbal, physical, and 

cyberbullying by the victim, the bully, and the bystander. Students responded on a 

five-point scale to assess the frequency of occurrence in each role of bullying over 

six months. The collected data were processed with the statistical program IBM 

SPSS where we used descriptive (frequencies and structural percentages) and 

inferential statistics (Mann-Whitney test, t-test, and Cronbach α reliability test). The 

Mann-Whitney test and the t-test were used to determine differences between 

students according to the primary school they attend. In the research, we also used 

the Cronbachʼs coefficient α with which we wanted to check the reliability of the 

questionnaire. The reliability of the whole questionnaire was exemplary (α = .935). 

Reliability was also tested for roles in bullying. Reliability was also exemplary in 

the role of observers (α = .896) and the role of the victim (α = .887) while in the role 

of the bully, reliability was moderate (α = .783). 

RESULTS 

In the research, we are interested in the role of the environment in the 

occurrence of bullying, so we decided to investigate the role of the environment in 

the appearance of students in the role of a victim, a bystander, and a bully. 

First, students assessed how often they appear in the role of the bystander, 

bully, and victim on a five-point scale over six months. Depending on the result of 

the χ
2
- test, we find that there are significant differences between the students of the 

two primary schools in the context of the bystander (χ
2 

= 10.71; df = 4; 2P = .030), 

while there are no statistically significant differences between the students' primary 

schools as regard the role of the victim (χ
2 

= 7.53; df = 3; 2P = .057) and the role of 

the bully (χ
2 

= 5.08; df = 4; 2P = .279). 

In the role of the bystander, primary school students A were more likely to 

estimate that they were by standers of bullying several times a week (primary 

school B 7.9%; primary school A 37.0%) than primary school students B. 
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Cramerʼs coefficient indicates a moderately strong correlation between the primary 

school the student attends and the assessment of the occurrence as a bystander of 

bullying (Ccr = .401, P = .034). Table 2 provides an estimate of the frequency of 

students as bystanders in the last six months. 

Table 2. Number (f) and structural percentages (f %)                                                      
pupils according to primary school 

Assessment of frequency as bystanders Primary school f f % 

Never. 
A 8 29.6 

B 17 44.7 

Once or twice within the recent half year. 
A 6 22.2 

B 12 31.6 

Two or three times a month. 
A 1 3.7 

B 5 13,2 

Once a week. A 2 7.4 

 B 1 2.6 

Several times a week  A 10 37.0 

 B 3 7.9 

  
In the role of victim, we found that students (regardless of the primary 

school) estimated that they had never been in the role of a victim (the primary 

school B 84.2%; the primary school A 70.4%). The largest discrepancies among the 

students were in the assessment in the frequency of the role of a victim where 4 

(14.8%) students of the primary school A answered that they appeared in the role of 

a victim several times a week, while no student of the primary school B decided for 

this the answer (0%). Regardless of the primary school, the students estimated that 

they never appeared in the role of a bully (the primary school B 84.2%; the primary 

school A 74.1%) or that they were in the role of a bully once or twice (the primary 

school B 13.2%; the primary school A 18.5%).  

Based on the results, we estimate that the environment plays an important role 

in preventing bullying as argued by Farell and Volk (2017), Espelage (2014), 

Swearer and Espelage (2003), who find that the environment plays an important role 

in promoting or preventing bullying.  

The questionnaire includes sets of the bystander, bully, and victim where 

various aggressive behaviors are presented in which the student assesses the 

frequency of behaviors in the last six months using an assessment scale. The 

answers are given numerical scores that add up. Students who score more points in a 

single role represent students who are more likely to be in the roles of a bystander, a 

bully, and a victim. 

In the following, we present the Mann-Whitney test among the students of 

two Slovenian primary schools in the role of a bystander, a victim, and a bully in the 

last six months. 
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Table 3. Results of Mann-Whitney tests differences in the role of a bystander,                       
a victim, and a bully to a primary school 

The role of bullying 
Primary 

school 
N R  U 2P 

Bystanders 
A 27 42.24 263.50 0.001 

B 38 26.43   

Victim 
A 27 35.65 441.50 0.339 

B 38 31.12   

Bully 
A 27 38.54 363.50 0.045 

B 38 29.07   

 
The results of the Mann-Whitney difference tests show a statistically 

significant difference in the role of a bystander (U = 263.50, 2P = .001) and the role 

of a bully (U = 363.00, 2P = .045) as to the primary school the students attend. The 

students in primary school A were more likely to witness bullying, as indicated by 

the results of the average rank. Primary school students A (R  = 42.24) had a higher 

grade point average than primary school students B (R  = 26.43). The result of the 

effect size based on the results of the Mann-Whitney U test shows a medium effect 

(r = .411; P = .001) for the sum of the scores of the bystanders and the student's 

primary school. The result shows the influence of the environment on the frequency 

of peer violence, as students of one school are more often bystanders of peer 

violence. Statistically significant differences between students relative to primary 

school also occurred in the role of a bully. The grade point average shows that 

primary school students A (R  = 38.54) were more often in the role of bullies than 

primary school students B (R = 29.07). Effect size indicates a small effect (r = .249; 

P = .045) for the sum of the scores of the bullies and the student's primary school. 

Compared to primary school, the results of the Mann-Whitney test did not show 

statistically significant differences between students in their appearance as victims 

(U = 441.50, 2P = .339). Given the average rank, we can justify that primary school 

students A (R  = 35.65) were more likely to appear as victims than primary school 

students B (R  = 31.12). 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

In the research, we were interested in whether the environment plays a role in 

the frequency of bullying and, consequently, in its prevention. To determine the role 

of the environment in the frequency of bullying, we compared the results of two 

Slovenian primary schools. The research results are based only on the sample 

presented in the research. Based on the results and the use of a reliable measuring 

instrument, we can assess that individuals in the environment represent an important 

element in preventing and reducing the frequency of bullying. 
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Violence in society has occurred throughout history. One of the forms of 

violence among young people is bullying, which represents all repeated and 

malicious aggressive acts. In doing so, the bully exploits a sense of apparent power 

over the victim to cause pain, feelings of discomfort, and fear. The consequences of 

bullying are not only in the victims, but also in all participants, so prevention is of 

great importance. A common myth in primary schools is that there is no bullying 

(Sullivan, 2011). The survey results show that there is bullying in both participating 

primary schools. 

We perceived that there are differences in occurrence of different roles in 

bullying in the two schools. Based on the differences, we find that the environment 

plays a greater role in the frequency of bullying, which can be explained with the 

help of bioecological development theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). Bronfenbrenner 

divided society into concentric circles that differed in the amount of direct impact on 

the individual. Environments that are in internal concentric circles have a more 

significant direct impact on the individual. In these environments, the individual 

lives and works most of the time. These environments are family, primary school, 

and peer group. We were first interested in studentsʼ assessment of the frequency in 

each role of bullying over six months. Students assessed that they were most often in 

the role of a bystander of bullying, followed by the role of the victim and then the 

role of the bully. 

Based on the results, the role of the environment proved to be an important 

factor in the frequency of bullying. We found that there are statistically significant 

differences in the role of a bystander and the role of a bully among students of two 

primary schools who participated in the study. It was found that the students of 

primary school A frequently evaluated in the role of a bystander in comparison to 

primary school students B. There were also statistically significant differences 

between students in the assessment of the role of a bully where primary school 

students A were also assessed as more likely to be in the role of a bully than primary 

school students B. There is no statistically significant difference in the role of a 

victim. Primary school students A were assessed as being more likely to appear in 

the role of a victim. 

In what follows, we were interested in the difference between students in the 

frequency of bullying roles. We found that primary school students A were more 

likely to appear in all three roles than primary school students B. The results of the 

Mann-Whitney test of differences showed statistically significant differences 

between primary school students in the role of a bystander and a bully, while the 

differences were not were statistically significant in the role of a victim,. 

The results of the studentʼs assessment of the frequency and actual student 

frequency in different roles of bullying show that the environment plays a role in the 

frequency of bullying, which is substantiated by various experts who research the 

role and the importance of the environment in preventing bullying such as Espelage 

(2014), Thornberg (2015) and Horton (2016) who, by explaining bullying through 
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bioecological development theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1981), argue that society as a 

whole has an impact on reducing bullying in the environment. We estimate that 

individuals in the environment who have a direct impact on the individual have a 

greater role in preventing bullying. It includes family, primary school, and peers. 

Based on the results of the research and the findings so far, we confirm the 

hypothesis that studentsʼ assessments of the frequency of bullying differ based on 

where they attend primary school. 

According to the differences found between the two primary schools in 

assessing bullying frequency, social environments where individuals have the 

greatest number of social contacts play a crucial role in fighting and preventing 

bullying. As Bronfenbrenner (1981) points out, family, primary school, and peers all 

play a significant role in an individualʼs development and success. Primary school is 

an environment with different individuals influencing pupils, which mainly includes 

peers and teachers who have a strong influence on an individual pupil. The second 

environment that intertwines with the school environment is the family, representing 

the first social environment in which an individual is involved at birth. As a pupil 

grows up, the influence of the family decreases, and the influence of peers increases, 

so cooperation and partnership between the family, peers, and primary school are 

important, as this will enable us to work against peer violence successfully. 

Environments can have a negative or positive impact on an individual, which 

is justified by various experts (Rigby, 2007; Horton, 2015), so it is important to deal 

with bullying actively. That includes information, education, and active participation 

of students, family, and peers, which is justified by various bullying prevention 

programs, such as Olweusʼ bullying prevention program (Olweus, 1995; Olweus and 

Limber, 2010), the bullying prevention program by Sullivan (2011), and the KiVa 

prevention program (Hutchings & Clarkson, 2015). 

Another foundation for effective prevention of bullying is good cooperation 

between family, primary school, and peers, which can grow into a partnership. The 

partnership between the student and important individuals in his life must be based on 

mutual trust, respect, and open and non-aggressive communication. Through partnerships 

between important individuals in the microsystem, we can help reduce bullying in primary 

schools, which is the goal of the education system and the whole society.  

The 21
st
 century society has many risks that are dealt with by various 

professionals. With the rapid development of technology, cyberbullying has been 

identified as one of the risks of modern society. Cyberbullying is a form of bullying 

that has moved from traditional bullying, which occurs only around the school, to 

online bullying. Tomczyk and Włoch (2019: 23) consider that effective prevention 

brings new challenges related to research, planning and finding solutions that have 

not yet been used to prevent e-threats, such as: cyberbullying, electronic aggression, 

problematic use of the Internet, identity theft, sexting.  
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As public educational institutions, the primary schools represent institutions 

that are obliged to provide pupils with a safe, non-violent, and stimulating 

environment. Prevention of bullying is not only in primary school but also in the 

domain of family and peers who are actively involved in the topic of bullying. 

Actively dealing with the issue of bullying is the only way to reduce bullying in 

society. To succeed in bullying prevention, the role of the family, peers, and primary 

school is important, as well as the one of other environments that impact the 

individual. For successful prevention of bullying, the whole society has to defend 

the values of respect and acceptance of diversity and work in a spirit of non-

violence. Only in this way will we, as a society, successfully reduce violence in 

society in general, not just bullying. 

The following could be deepened to explore the role of the different 

environments in which an individual lives. Thus, it is possible to explore the role of 

the environment with the help of all activities involved in bullying – those of 

students, parents, and professional staff in schools. Given the rapid development of 

society, it would make sense to explore in-depth the role of the environment 

concerning cyberbullying, which already represents a contemporary global problem 

of society. 
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Јурка Лепичник Водопивец 

Универзитет у Приморској, Педагошки факултет у Копру, Словенија 

Блаж Тершек  

Основна школа Глазија, Цеље, Словенија  

УЧЕНИЧКА ПРОЦЕНА УЧЕСТАЛОСТИ УЛОГА У НАСИЉУ  

Резиме 

Насиље представља друштвену појаву у којој насилник користи своју моћ 

да би нанео бол, изазвао осећање непријатности и страх код жртве. Биоеколошка 

теорија развоја је доказала да окружење има позитиван или негативан утицај на 

појединца. Циљ овог истраживања био је да се утврди да ли окружење игра улогу 

у насиљу. Анкетом је обухваћено 65 ученика из две основне школе у Словенији 

који су у фебруару 2020 попуњавали упитник School Bullying Scales (Pečjak, 2014). 

У анализи прикупљених одговора користили смо методу описне и инференцијалне 

статистике. Ученици основне школе А су се изјаснили да су били учесници насиља 

чешће него ученици основне школе Б. Статистички значајне разлике међу учени-

цима двеју школа уочене су у улогама посматрача и насилника. Наиме, ученици 

основне школе А су се чешће налазили у улогама посматрача и насилника него 

ученици основне школе Б. 

На основу добијених резултата и разумевања биоеколошке теорије развоја, 

можемо да закључимо да окружење игра суштинску улогу у спречавању и сма-

њењу стопе насиља у друштву.  

Кључне речи: окружење, основна школа, превенција. 


