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Bullying and victimization are on the increase, extensive research shows. The
attitudes and routines of relevant adults can exacerbate or curb students’
aggression toward classmates.

2

Bullying among schoolchildren is a very old and well-known phenomenon.
Although many educators are acquainted with the problem, researchers only
began to study bullying systematically in the 1970s (Olweus 1973, 1978) and
focused primarily on schools in Scandinavia. In the 1980s and early 1990s,
however, studies of bullying among schoolchildren began to attract wider
attention in a number of other countries, including the United States.
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What Is Bullying?
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Systematic research on bullying requires rigorous criteria for classifying
students as bullies or as victims (Olweus 1996; Solberg and Olweus, in press).
How do we know when a student is being bullied? One definition is that a
student is being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly
and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students.
(Olweus 1993, p. 9)

4

The person who intentionally inflicts, or attempts to inflict, injury or discomfort
on someone else is engaging in negative actions, a term similar to the
definition of aggressive behavior in the social sciences. People carry out
negative actions through physical contact, with words, or in more indirect
ways, such as making mean faces or gestures, spreading rumors, or
intentionally excluding someone from a group.

5

Bullying also entails an imbalance in strength (or an asymmetrical power
relationship), meaning that students exposed to negative actions have
difficulty defending themselves. Much bullying is proactive aggression, that is,
aggressive behavior that usually occurs without apparent provocation or threat
on the part of the victim.
Some Basic Facts
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In the 1980s, questionnaire surveys of more than 150,000 Scandinavian
students found that approximately 15 percent of students ages 8–16 were
involved in bully/victim problems with some regularity—either as bullies,
victims, or both bully and victim (bully-victims) (Olweus 1993). Approximately
9 percent of all students were victims, and 6–7 percent bullied other students
regularly. In contrast to what is commonly believed, only a small proportion of
the victims also engaged in bullying other students (17 percent of the victims
or 1.6 percent of the total number of students).
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In 2001, when my colleagues and I conducted a new large-scale survey of
approximately 11,000 students from 54 elementary and junior high schools
using the same questions that we used in 1983 (Olweus 2002), we noted
two disturbing trends. The percentage of victimized students had increased
by approximately 50 percent from 1983, and the percentage of students
who were involved (as bullies, victims, or bully-victims) in frequent and
serious bullying problems—occurring at least once a week—had increased by
approximately 65 percent. We saw these increases as an indication of negative
societal developments (Solberg and Olweus, in press).

8

The surveys showed that bullying is a serious problem affecting many students
in Scandinavian schools. Data from other countries, including the United States
(Nansel et al. 2001; Olweus and Limber 1999; Perry, Kusel, and Perry 1988)—
and in large measure collected with my Bully/Victim Questionnaire (1983,
1996)—indicate that bullying problems exist outside Scandinavia with similar,
or even higher, prevalence (Olweus and Limber 1999; Smith et al. 1999). The
prevalence figures from different countries or cultures, however, may not be
directly comparable. Even though the questionnaire gives a detailed definition
of bullying, the prevalence rates obtained may be affected by language
differences, the students’ familiarity with the concept of bullying, and the
degree of public attention paid to the phenomenon.

9

Boys bully other students more often than girls do, and a relatively large
percentage of girls—about 50 percent—report that they are bullied mainly by
boys. A somewhat higher percentage of boys are victims of bullying, especially
in the junior high school grades. But bullying certainly occurs among girls as
well. Physical bullying is less common among gifts, who typically use more
subtle and indirect means of harassment, such as intentionally excluding
someone from the group, spreading rumors, and manipulating friendship
relations. Such forms of bullying can certainly be as harmful and distressing as
more direct and open forms of harassment. Our research data (Olweus 1993),
however, clearly contradict the view that girls are the most frequent and worst
bullies, a view suggested by such recent books as Queen Bees and Wannabes
(Wiseman 2002) and Odd Girl Out (Simmons 2002).
Common Myths About Bullying

10

Several common assumptions about the causes of bullying receive little or no
support when confronted with empirical data. These misconceptions include
the hypotheses that bullying is a consequence of large class or school size,
competition for grades and failure in school, or poor self esteem and insecurity.
Many also believe erroneously that students who are overweight, wear
glasses, have a different ethnic origin, or speak with an unusual dialect are
particularly likely to become victims of bullying.

CSU EXPOSITORY READING AND WRITING COURSE | SEMESTER TWO

BULLYING: A RESEARCH PROJECT | 49

READING SELECTIONS

7

11

All of these hypotheses have thus far failed to receive clear support from
empirical data. Accordingly, we must look for other factors to find the key
origins of bullying problems. The accumulated research evidence indicates
that personality characteristics or typical reaction patterns, in combination
with physical strength or weakness in the case of boys, are important in the
development of bullying problems in individual students. At the same time,
environmental factors, such as the attitudes, behavior, and routines of relevant
adults—in particular, teachers and principals—play a crucial role in determining
the extent to which bullying problems will manifest themselves in a larger unit,
such as a classroom or school. Thus, we must pursue analyses of the main
causes of bully/victim problems on at least two different levels: individual and
environmental.

READING SELECTIONS

Victims and the Bullying Circle
12

Much research has focused on the characteristics and family backgrounds of
victims and bullies. We have identified two kinds of victims, the more common
being the passive or submissive victim, who represents some 80–85 percent
of all victims. Less research information is available about provocative victims,
also called bully-victims or aggressive victims, whose behavior may elicit
negative reactions from a large part of the class. The dynamics of a classroom
with a provocative victim are different from those of a classroom with a
submissive victim (Olweus 1978, 1993).

13

Bullies and victims naturally occupy key positions in the configuration of bully/
victim problems in a classroom, but other students also play important roles
and display different attitudes and reactions toward an acute bullying situation.
Figure 1 outlines “The Bullying Circle” and represents the various ways in
which most students in a classroom with bully/victim problems are involved in
or affected by them (Olweus 2001a, 2001b).
The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
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The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program,1 developed and evaluated over a
period of almost 20 years (Olweus 1993, 1999), builds on four key principles
derived chiefly from research on the development and identification of problem
behaviors, especially aggressive behavior. These principles involve creating a
school—and ideally, also a home—environment characterized by
•

warmth, positive interest, and involvement from adults;

•

firm limits on unacceptable behavior;

•

consistent application of nonpunitive, nonphysical sanctions for
unacceptable behavior or violations of rules; and

•

adults who act as authorities and positive role models.

We have translated these principles into a number of specific measures to be
used at the school, classroom, and individual levels (Olweus 1993, 2001b).
Figure 2 lists the set of core components that our statistical analyses and
experience with the program have shown are particularly important in any
implementation of the program.
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FIGURE 1

The Bullying Circle
Students’ Modes of Reaction/Roles in an Acute Bullying Situation
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Take an active
part but do not
start the bullying

The Bully/Bullies
Start the bullying and
take an active part

G

Defenders of the Victim
Dislike the bullying and
help or try to help the
victim

B

Y
C

F

The Victim
The one who
is exposed

Supporters,
Passive Bully/Bullies
Support the bullying
but do not take an
active part

Possible Defenders
Dislike the bullying
and think they ought
to help (but do not)

Passive Supporters,
Possible Bully/Bullies
Like the bullying but do
not display open support

Disengaged Onlookers
Watch what happens but
do not take a stand

E

FIGURE 2

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
General Prerequisite

Measures at the Classroom Level

• Awareness and involvement of adults

• Classroom and school rules about bullying
• Regular classroom meetings
• Meetings with students’ parents

Measures at the School Level
• Administration of the Olweus Bully/Victim
Questionnaire (filled out anonymously by students)
• Formation of a Bullying Prevention
Coordinating Committee
• Training of staff and time for discussion groups
• Effective supervision during recess
and lunch periods

Measures at the Individual Level
•
•
•
•

Individual meetings with students who bully
Individual meetings with victims of bullying
Meetings with parents of students involved
Development of individual intervention plans
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The program’s implementation relies mainly on the existing social environment.
Teachers, administrators, students, and parents all play major roles in carrying
out the program and in restructuring the social environment. One possible
reason for this intervention program’s effectiveness is that it changes the
opportunity and reward structures for bullying behavior, which results in fewer
opportunities and rewards for bullying (Olweus 1992).
Research-Based Evaluations

READING SELECTIONS

17

52

The first evaluation of the effects of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
involved data from approximately 2,500 students in 42 elementary and junior
high schools in Bergen, Norway, and followed students for two and one-half
years, from 1983 to 1985 (Olweus 1991, in press; Olweus and Alsaker 1991).
The findings were significant:
•

Marked reductions—by 50 percent or more—in bully/victim problems for
the period studied, measuring after eight and 20 months of intervention.

•

Clear reductions in general antisocial behavior, such as vandalism, fighting,
pilfering, drunkenness, and truancy.

•

Marked improvement in the social climate of the classes and an increase in
student satisfaction with school life.

18

The differences between baseline and intervention groups were highly
significant. The research concluded that the registered changes in bully/victim
problems and related behavior patterns were likely to be a consequence of the
intervention program and not of some other factor. Partial replications of the
program in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany have resulted
in similar, although somewhat weaker, results (Olweus and Limber, 1999;
Smith and Sharp 1994).

19

In 1997–1998, our study of 3,200 students from 30 Norwegian schools again
registered clear improvements with regard to bully/victim problems in the
schools with intervention programs. The effects were weaker than in the first
project, with averages varying between 21 and 38 percent. Unlike the first
study, however, the intervention program had been in place for only six months
when we made the second measurement. In addition, we conducted the study
during a particularly turbulent year in which Norway introduced a new national
curriculum that made heavy demands of educators’ time and resources.

20

Nonetheless, the intervention schools fared considerably better than the
comparison schools. Surveys of the comparison schools, which had set up
anti-bullying efforts according to their own plans, showed very small or no
changes with regard to “being bullied” and a 35 percent increase for “bullying
other students” (Olweus, in press). Because we have not yet analyzed
the questionnaire information, we cannot fully explain this result, but it is
consistent with findings from a number of studies showing that inexpert
interventions intended to counteract delinquent and antisocial behavior often
have unexpectedly negative effects (Dishion, McCord, and Poulin 1999;
Gottfredson 1987; Lipsey 1992).
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In the most recent (1999–2000) evaluation of the Olweus Bullying Prevention
Program among approximately 2,300 students from 10 schools—some of
which had large percentages of students with immigrant backgrounds—
we found an average reduction by around 40 percent with regard to “being
bullied” and by about 50 percent for “bullying other students” (Olweus, in
press).

22

Coping with bully/victim problems has become an official school priority in
many countries, and many have suggested ways to handle and prevent such
problems. But because most proposals have either failed to document positive
results or have never been subjected to systematic research evaluation, it is
difficult to know which programs or measures actually work and which do not.
What counts is how well the program works for students, not how much the
adults using the program like it.

23

Recently, when a U.S. committee of experts used three essential criteria
(Elliott 1999) to systematically evaluate more than 500 programs ostensibly
designed to prevent violence or other problem behaviors, only 11 of the
programs (four of which are school-based) satisfied the specified criteria.2
The U.S. Department of Justice’s office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention and other sources are now providing financial support for the
implementation of these evidence-based “Blueprint” programs in a number of
sites.

24

In Norway, an officially appointed committee recently conducted a similar
evaluation of 56 programs being used in Norway’s schools to counteract and
prevent problem behavior (Norwegian Ministry of Education, Research, and
Church Affairs 2000) and recommended without reservation only one program
for further use. The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program is one of the 11
Blueprint programs and the program selected by the Norwegian committee.
Norway’s New National Initiative Against Bullying
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In late 2000, Norway’s Department of Education and Research and Department
of Children and Family Affairs decided to offer the Olweus Bullying Prevention
Program on a large scale to Norwegian elementary and junior high schools
over a period of several years. In building the organization for this national
initiative, we have used a four-level train-the-trainer strategy of dissemination.
At Norway’s University of Bergen, the Olweus Group Against Bullying at the
Research Center for Health Promotion trains and supervises specially selected
instructor candidates, each of whom trains and supervises key persons from
a number of schools. The key persons are then responsible for leading staff
discussion groups at each participating school. These meetings typically focus
on key components and themes of the program (Olweus 1993, 2001b).

26

The training of the instructor candidates consists of 10–11 whole-day
assemblies over 16 months. In between the whole-day meetings, the
instructor candidates receive ongoing consultation from the Olweus Group by
telephone or through e-mail.
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The Need for Evidence-Based Intervention Programs
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In implementing this train-the-trainer model in the United States with financial
support from the U.S. Department of Justice and the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, we have made some modifications to
accommodate cultural differences and practical constraints. In particular,
we have reduced the number of whole-day assemblies to four or five and
have granted greater autonomy to individual schools’ Bullying Prevention
Coordinating Committees than is typical in Norway.

28

So far, 75 instructor candidates have participated in training, and more than
225 schools participate in the program. Recently, Norway’s government
substantially increased our funding to enable us to offer the program to more
schools starting in 2003.

29

We see Norway’s national initiative as a breakthrough for the systematic, longterm, and research-based work against bully/victim problems in schools. We
hope to see similar developments in other countries.

READING SELECTIONS

Notes
1

More information about the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program is available at www.colorado.edu/
cspv/blueprints/model/BPPmaterials.html or by contacting sentell@ clemson.edu or olweus@psych.
uib.no.

2

The four school-based programs are Life Skills Training, Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies
(PATHS), the Incredible Years, and the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program. For more information
about the Blueprints for Violence Prevention’s model programs, visit www.colorado.edu/cspv/
blueprints/model/overview.html.
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