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Abstract 
 

 
Bullying is a common phenomenon among all social groups, whether that be within the 

school, at work or among other social spheres. It can have serious consequences for the 

target and can arise in many visible and not so visible forms. Within the school environment 

bullying often occurs out of sight and undetected. If schools are to effectively overcome the 

negative effects of this complex social behaviour teachers, pupils and their parents need to 

take steps to develop and unify their perception of this common form of abuse in schools. 

Thus the aim of this essay was to examine teachers, pupils and parents‟ perceptions of 

bullying behaviours in correlation with researchers understanding of this complex social 

behaviour. A quantitative approach was used in this essay to investigate upper-secondary 

school teachers, pupils and parents‟ perception of the term bullying? Having gathered the 

results of the empirical data, many of the extracts from the subjects open responses could be 

categorised, and have been for the purpose of analysis under the appropriate headings 

pertaining physical and psychological forms of bullying behaviour. The results of this 

research illustrated a diverse and on occasion inadequate understanding of bullying 

behaviours among the respondents, despite the implementation of an anti-bullying 

programme (Likabehandlingsplan), required by Swedish law. Furthermore, many 

respondents illustrated the tendency to define bullying behaviour solely from the actions of 

the perpetrator. Are then the schools included within the scope of this essay at fault and 

failing to inform respondents of the complexity of bullying behaviour? Schools need to listen 

carefully to what adolescents are reporting as well as help teachers, pupils and parents 

develop a more inclusive, objective and balanced definition of bullying behaviours. This will 

not only have a positive effect for the individual (target) but may also help in identifying, 

reporting and combating incidents of direct and indirect forms of abuse, regardless of how 

insignificant one first perceives the act of bullying to be.   

 

Key words: bullying, bullying behaviour, complex social behaviours, perceptions of bullying, 

parents, teachers, pupils. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In an article published in August 2010, Friends, a Swedish organisation challenging the 

negative effects of abuse within schools, reported that more than a third of all Swedish pupils 

aged between 14 & 17 years of age, were apprehensive before the start of a new school 

term. Furthermore, almost half of all students questioned acknowledged the fact that they 

themselves had been abused in one form or another, whilst at school. Remarkably, almost a 

fifth of all students questioned reported that they would not report the matter to an adult if 

they themselves were the victims of abuse while at school.1  

 

Bullying has been described as one of the most common and potentially serious forms of 

negative behaviour among students in schools today, and as a result has become the topic 

of international research.2 Though bullying amongst children is not a new social phenomenon 

and many adults can testify to accounts of abuse they themselves experienced whilst at 

school. However, despite the fact that we have been long aware of the negative effects of 

this form of complex social behaviour common within the school, serious attempts to combat 

the negative effects were not implemented until after 1969 when bullying was first seriously 

debated in an article published in the Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter, in December of 

that year.3  

 

Research relating the definition and understanding of bullying within schools has proven 

some diverse results, and has shown that teachers and pupils define bullying in as many 

different diverse ways.4 The fact that teachers are aware that such differences can occur is 

very important due to the obscure nature of the problem. That is to say that bullying often 

occurs out of sight of an adult and undetected.5 If then the schools understanding and 

definition of bullying differs from that of the pupils and again from their parents, what 

implications does this have for identifying incidents of bullying in or out of school? If schools 

are to effectively overcome the negative effects of bullying within society, teachers, pupils 

and their parents need to take steps to develop and unify their perception of this common 

form of abuse in schools.  

 

1.2 Bullying, Why? 

Like it or not social status is a common phenomenon among all social groups, whether that 

be within the school, at work or among other social spheres.  However, as Ljungström (1998) 

                                                 
1
 http//www.friends.se (2010, nov) 

2
 Elinoff, (2002) 

3
 Heinemann, (1987) 

4
 Naylor, (2006) 

5
 Ljungström, (1998) 
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points out our need for social precedence is especially common among school adolescents. 

He further states that certain pupils attain a high status within the group and subsequently 

become rather popular, whilst others surrender to a lower-status within the group leaving 

them insecure and withdrawn. Furthermore, a high-status pupil is able to play with the 

socially accepted behavioural norms without fear of persecution from his fellow class 

companions. A low-status pupil however must tread very carefully for fear of mistreatment 

and abuse. However, despite the pupil‟s lower-status, it is the inability to defend oneself 

against different forms of abuse which will eventually lead to the systematic bullying of the 

target.6  

 

Ljungström (1998) explains that by testing their standing among their equals, adolescents 

develop their social competence and awareness. Within the context of the school, play and 

daily social interaction with friends forms the ground for this important social development. 

On occasion one can expect an adolescent to go beyond what is generally accepted as the 

social norm, though a targets body language or stiff reprimand often corrects the error of 

their ways, “that was not OK”. It is through this daily interaction with their equals that 

adolescents learn to develop their understanding of the unwritten social norms common to 

every culture.  

 

Unfortunately, there are always those adolescents that do not, for whatever reason, possess 

the ability to express their dissatisfaction, albeit physically or verbally.  Unable to say „stop‟, 

these adolescents are crippled by their own inhibitions and open themselves up for continued 

harassment and even systematic bullying. To summarise, should a low-status pupil, crippled 

by one‟s own inhibitions find him/herself at the mercy of an aggressive high-status pupil, the 

probable risk for harassment and or systematic bullying should be considered very high.7  

 

1.3 Background 

On the 10th December 1948 following the experiences of the Second World War the United 

Nations (UN) employed the world‟s first Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Consisting of 

30 articles, international treaties, regional human rights instruments and national 

constitutions and laws, it was an attempt to represent the importance of human rights to 

which every human being is rightfully entitled. The ideologies and principles of this 

declaration resonate throughout the very fabric of social life today, and form the foundation of 

many international constitutions and laws. On the 2 September 1990 following the 

implementation of the Human Rights Act half a century before, the UN implemented the 

                                                 
6
 Elliott, (2002) 

7
 Ljungström, (1998) 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) regulating the civil, political, 

economic, social, and cultural rights of all children. The UNCRC consists of 54 articles all of 

which are equally important. However, it is the second article that prohibits the discrimination 

of any child which specifically impacts the fundamental tasks and values of the Swedish 

educational system. In the Swedish curriculum for the non-compulsory school system LPF 

94, one can read the following statement: 

 

The school should promote an understanding for others and the ability to 

empathise. No-one should be subjected to discrimination at school based on 

gender, ethnic belonging, religion or other belief, sexual orientation or disability, 

or subjected to other degrading treatment. Tendencies toward harassment or 

other degrading treatment should be actively combated.8 

 

Following the latest Swedish anti-discrimination law (2008:567) which came into effect in 

January 2009, schools were obligated to implement an anti-bullying programme 

(Likabehandlingsplan) to prevent harassment, and other abusive behaviour in school. This 

was of importance as it was now the responsibility and obligation of all persons within the 

school to help formulate a an anti-bullying programme and help to create a safe school 

environment for all, irrespective of one‟s sex, ethnic origin, religion or other belief, sexual 

orientation or disability.  

 

As one can appreciate from this short historical overview, everyone has an obligation to 

protect the rights of adolescents whilst at school. Moreover, if society is to overcome the 

negative effects of bullying it is essential that teachers, pupils and their parents develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of this negative social phenomenon. However, in order 

for society to combat the negative effects of bullying within the school, one must first learn to 

develop and unify an understanding of this complex social behaviour in the school.   

 

Is the responsibility for identifying incidents of bullying behaviour that of the schools alone? 

Due to the obscure nature of bullying, yet contrary to the Swedish anti-discrimination law 

(2008:567), it makes sense to question the role that parents play in developing their own 

understanding of bullying behaviours. That is to say that parents need to adopt the 

responsibility of developing their own understanding of bullying behaviour in school, in order 

they may better contribute to identifying episodes of abuse. However, society needs to 

question how schools can best develop a unified, yet comprehensive understanding of 

                                                 
8
 Skolverket, (1992) 
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bullying behaviours among teachers, pupils and parents alike. Failure to do so may lead to 

long lasting unnecessary suffering for a number of young adolescents, not to mention the 

pupil‟s failure to successfully reach his or her full academic potential.9  

 

1.4 Research limitations 

It must be acknowledged that the results of this essay are as defined by Davies, 

“convenience samples” and any conclusions drawn there after must therefore be treated with 

caution.10 As Davies points out, if the study were to be replicated elsewhere in the country, 

the results could turn out to be quite different, igniting the perpetual research question, why?  

 

1.5 Disposition 

This essay will begin with an introductory chapter, and include an historical overview of the 

rights of children, essay limitations and disposition. Chapter two will include an introduction of 

the aims of this essay and chapter three its method. Chapter four will begin with a theoretical 

inventory of researchers understanding of bullying behaviour, followed by previous research 

relating teachers and adolescents‟ perceptions of bullying behaviours. Chapter five, 

illustrating the results, will include a presentation of the empirical data gathered from the 

teachers, pupils and parents included within the scope of this essay. In accordance with the 

questions posed within the first chapter, this chapter will also include an analysis of upper-

secondary school teachers, pupils, and parents‟ perception of bullying behaviour? In Chapter 

six, this essay will include a discussion of the empirical data analysing the 

similarities/dissimilarities among teachers, pupils and parents‟ perceptions of bullying 

behaviour. This chapter will also include, where appropriate, an analysis, of previous 

research and its relations to the empirical data. Finally, the seventh chapter will include a 

summary of the purpose of this essay and its findings.  

 

2. AIM 

The researchers Nicolaides.S, Toda.Y and Smith.K noted the lack of confidence among 

teachers in their ability to successfully deal with a bullying incident.11 Similarly, the 

researchers Naylor.P, Cowie.H, Cossin.F, Bettencourt.R and Lemme.F noted pupils‟ limited 

understanding of this complex social behaviour‟s many forms.12
 Considering the obscure 

nature of bullying behaviour and the fact that bullying rarely occurs upon school property,13 

this essay will include a survey of teachers, pupils and parents understanding of this complex 

                                                 
9
 Dupper, (2005) 

10
 Davies. (2007, p.65) 

11
 Nicolaides.S, (2002) 

12
 Naylor, (2006) 

13
 Ljungström, (1998) 
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social phenomenon. In order to analyse the respondents understanding or perceptions of the 

term bullying, this essay shall compare the empirical data with theoretical data comprising 

recognised research in this field.  

 

Therefore the aim of this essay is to analyse parents, teachers and pupils‟ perceptions of 

bullying behaviours in school and reflect upon how the results bear in relation to each other 

and researchers‟ perception of bullying.  

 

This essay will include the following questions: 

 How do upper-secondary school teachers, pupils and parents, included within the 

scope of this essay, define the term bullying?  

 Based on the findings gathered from the empirical data, how do upper-secondary 

school teachers, pupils and parents‟ perceptions of bullying behaviour differ? How do 

the results bear in relation to researchers understanding of this term? 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

A quantitative approach was used in this essay to investigation upper-secondary school 

teachers and pupils, as well as their parents‟ perception of the term bullying? Quantitative 

research involves the use of numerical indices to summarise, describe and explore 

relationships among phenomena. Respondents were asked to respond to the following open-

ended questions:  

 Spontaneously describe your perception of bullying in school. What is bullying 

and how does it occur?  

 Describe the different forms of bullying that exist?  

 Does bullying differ at all between boys and girls, explain?  

 

Having collected the data, many of the extracts from the subjects open responses could be 

categorised, and have been for the purpose of analysis under the appropriate headings 

power imbalance, single incident, repeated incident, physical (direct physical), and 

psychological (direct verbal/ indirect) bullying behaviours. An example of the questionnaire 

used and empirical data collected can be seen in Annex 1. It should also be noted that 

although the method used to analyse the empirical data was heavily influenced by IBM SPSS 

software, Microsoft Excel 2010 was preferred for its simplicity.  

 

Furthermore, although respondents were first questioned as to whether or not they wished to 

participate in the anonymous survey, not all respondents returned their questionnaires. Of 

the thirty questionnaires handed to adolescents aged 13-16yrs, fifteen males and thirteen 
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females responded. Of the thirty questionnaires handed to adolescents aged 16-19yrs, 

fifteen males and fifteen females responded. Of the thirty questionnaires handed to teachers, 

thirteen males and eleven females responded. Of the thirty questionnaires handed to 

parents, nine males and eight females responded. This response although surprising, 

considering the fact that all participants were volunteers illustrates that adults were less likely 

to return the survey. It should also be noted that the schools included within the scope of this 

essay are required by Swedish law to have an anti-bullying programme 

(Likabehandlingsplan), which may affect the results of this essay when compared to previous 

research. That is to say that one would expect an anti-bullying programme to level out 

respondents understanding of bullying behaviour, regardless of their vocation, gender & age. 

 

This essay is limited to subjects residing in and around a municipality located in the Swedish 

province of Hälsingland. Comprising of Ca 26,000 inhabitants the municipality was once a 

thriving industrial town yet has experienced an increase in unemployment and decrease in 

the population, in recent years. Due to its historical industrial background, strong, complex 

social bonds exist within this former industrial homogenous society.  

 

All subjects were selected from randomly selected classes pertaining to two local upper-

secondary schools. However, as noted by the author Martin Brett Davies the findings of this 

essay will largely be subject to the collection of data derived from a convenience sample.14 

He suggests however that the results of this research can be greatly improved by including 

quota elements. For this reason alone, the study will include quota elements or variables 

determined by gender and age. By studying adolescents aged 13-16yrs and 16-19yrs an 

understanding for each respective age groups perception of bullying behaviour will be 

achieved. This will also help to determine whether or not those perceptions are affected by 

age. This according to Davies would vastly improve the quality of the results of this essay. 

Gender is also likely to be an important dimension in the expression of attitudes, and may 

affect the results. For this reason alone, it was decided that the subject groups (teachers, 

adolescents 13-16yrs, adolescents 16-19yrs & parents) would be divided into two equal 

gender halves.  

 

This essay in accordance with McMillan and Wergin‟s meaning is a comparative investigation 

studying the relationship between two or more variables (age/gender/vocation).15 That is to 

say that this essay will include a comparison of the relationship between teachers, pupils and 

parents perception of bullying, analysing any similarities/dissimilarities between the variables.  

                                                 
14

 Davies, (2010) 
15

 McMillan & Wergin, (2002) 
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According to the authors Wiedersheim-Paul and Eriksson this essay is to be considered 

deductive in its nature, due to the fact that the interpretation of empirical data will be partly 

based upon the findings gained within the theoretical analysis.16  

 

Meticulous recording of the results was essential and are included in Annex 1. Furthermore, 

in order that my subject(s) integrity was maintained, all subjects were granted anonymity and 

questionnaires were stored without identifiers (names, initials, personal numbers, student 

codes or other personal identifiers). 

 

4. THEORETICAL PERCEPTIONS OF BULYYING 

4.1 Researchers‟ understanding of the term bullying 

The European term mobbing derives from the everyday English expression „mob‟, meaning: 

“…a large crowd of people, especially one that is disorderly and intent on causing trouble or 

violence…”17 However, it is more common within the English language to use the term 

„bullying‟ when referring to an individual or group exposed to systematic physical and 

psychological forms of abuse. One of the earliest researchers to draw attention to the 

problem of bullying in schools was the Swedish doctor Peter-Paul Heinemann.  According to 

Heinemann pupils played an intricate role in bullying long into puberty. Furthermore, he 

concluded that pupils were often ignorant to their destructive behaviour which, often went 

unnoticed and was largely accepted as unavoidable. Despite an exhaustive amount of 

literature and research relating this subject, the papers included within this essay illustrate 

the fact that researchers have yet to agree on a universal definition of the term bullying.   

 

Nevertheless, several characteristics consistently materialise among the majority of 

researchers definitions of this term. Firstly, there is always one or several perpetrators 

involved in an act of bullying. And as the authors Claire Monks and Peter Smith point out in 

their study Definitions of bullying (2006), can consist of up to five individual roles. The first of 

which is the perpetrator or „bully‟ and his/her „assistant‟, followed by a defender, who 

supports the target. Then there are the reinforcers who encourage the behaviour by laughing 

or cheering, followed by the outsider who does not get involved.18 Secondly, bullying is 

defined as a negative action. Thirdly, there is always a target or victim.19   

 

                                                 
16

 Wiedersheim-Paul and Eriksson, (1991). 
17

 Oxford, (2010, nov) 
18

 Smith, (2006 s. 805) 
19

 Olweus, (1991) 
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Since Professor Olweus pioneering study Aggression in the Schools: Bullies and Whipping 

Boys,20 bullying has become the topic of international research. Possibly one of the most 

cited researchers within this field, Olweus identified that this common form of abuse 

consisted of a target "exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of 

one or more other persons."21 He defines negative action as "when a person intentionally 

inflicts injury or discomfort upon another person, through physical contact, the use of abusive 

language or in other ways”.22 That is to say that there is a good deal of bullying which does 

not involve the use of physical violence. This general definition was however considered 

vague and Olweus himself later acknowledged that a single negative action may also be 

defined as an „abuse of power‟, especially in the case whereby the target suffers from fear of 

his perpetrator‟s actions over an extended period of time. This is significant as many 

researchers still consider the importance of repetition of an act of aggression an important 

factor in defining bullying. However, as clearly identified in several studies (Olweus, 1993; La 

Fontaine, 1991; Madsen, 1996) this is not always the case.23 

 

Early research into bullying tended to focus on the physical aggression displayed by boys, 

partly due to the fact that it was more easily observable and understood. During the 1980‟s 

and 1990‟s however, researchers began to note other forms of aggressive behaviour 

common within the school playground.24 Apart from the physical forms of bullying previously 

identified, researchers began to observe the use of verbal as well as psychological forms of 

abuse within the school playground. In Skolverkets anthology Skolan: en arena för mobbning 

(Skolverket, 2002) the term bullying is used to collectively label several unruly behaviours 

among children such as: ostracism, violence, humiliation, harassment, verbal threats, 

blackmail, teasing, spreading rumours and demolishing property.25  

 

Expanding upon previous studies, the Finish researchers Björkqvist, Lagerspetz and 

Kaukianen (1992) defined the difference between direct physical, direct verbal and indirect 

forms of aggression.26 An example of direct physical forms of abuse may include physical 

forms of abuse such as hitting, kicking, punching and biting. An example of direct verbal 

forms of abuse may include verbal forms of abuse such as yelling obscenities to one 

another, making malicious remarks or verbal threats and name-calling. Indirect aggression 

will as the name suggests include less direct form of abuse such as gossiping behind a 

                                                 
20

 Olweus, (1978) 
21

 Olweus, (1991 s. 4) 
22

 Olweus, (1991 s. 4) 
23

 Elliott, (2002)  
24

 Cowie, (2008) 
25

 Skolverket, (2009) 
26

 Cowie, (2008) 
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targets back, the spreading of malicious rumors (verbal, sms, social networks) and, or social 

exclusion- see table 1 below.27 As Björkvist, Lagerspetz and Kaukianen‟s direct and indirect 

forms of bullying behavior are common classifications cited among the majority of papers 

included within the scope of this essay, it shall be utilized to understand the 

difference/similarities between teachers, parents and pupils‟ perceptions of bullying.  

 

Table 1. Illustrates Björkqvist, Lagerspetz & Kaukianen‟s categorisation of bullying behaviour (1992). 

 
 

 

Another important consideration when defining bullying is the intention behind the act of 

aggression. A simple „look‟ or „gesture‟ can be defined in terms of an act of aggression if the 

intention of the perpetrator is to cause, and succeeds in causing his/her target distress. 

However as highlighted by the authors Guerin & Hennessy (2002) bullying can also be 

identified in terms of a behavior not necessarily intended to cause harm or distress by the 

perpetrator, though that is experienced as such by the target.28 Acknowledging the confusion 

surrounding the definition of bullying, Slee (2003) noted that bullying, as oppose to violence, 

constituted a specifically destructive form of aggression.29 For this reason alone, not all acts 

of violence, such as sporadic playground fighting could be defined as bullying. Whether the 

act of aggression is on the part of the perpetrator, intentional or not and repetitive or as 

highlighted above a single incident, the general well-being of the target should always be 

taken into consideration when determining the extent of a negative action.  

 

A further important consideration when defining bullying that researchers tend to refer to are 

asymmetrical power relationships. This does not necessarily refer to the perpetrators 

                                                 
27

 Cowie, (2008) 
28

 Smith, (2006) 
29

 Cowie, (2008) 

Bullying 

Psychological 

  Indirect Aggresion: 
malicious rumors, 
gossiping, social 

exclusion.. 

Direct Verbal: yelling 
obscenities, name-

calling, verbal threats.. 

Physical 
 Direct Physical: 
hitting, kicking, 

punching, biting.. 
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physical dominance, but rather a power imbalance in favour of the perpetrator. That power 

may very well derive from a physical superiority: size, strength, strength in number of 

persons supporting the bully, or psychological strength such as social status, social 

competence and mental strength.30 It is simply enough that the perpetrator is perceived as 

being stronger and the target acknowledges the imbalance of power and his/her own 

inferiority. However, aggression or „negative actions‟ on the part of two equally matched 

adversaries is defined in terms of a rivalry or conflict, and not considered to characterise a 

definition of bullying.   

 

In summary, Professor Olweus identified that bullying must always consist of a target(s) 

"exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other 

persons." He defines negative action as "when a person intentionally inflicts injury or 

discomfort upon another person, through physical contact, the use of abusive language or in 

other ways”.31 Olweus later acknowledged that a single negative action may also be defined 

as an „abuse of power‟, especially in the case whereby the target suffers from fear of his 

perpetrator‟s actions over an extended period of time. Furthermore, Guerin & Hennessy 

(2002) noted that bullying should be identified in terms of a behavior not necessarily intended 

to cause harm or distress by the perpetrator, though that is experienced as such by the 

target.32  

 

Bullying can manifest itself in many different direct physical, direct verbal and/or indirect 

forms,33 though not all acts of violence, such as sporadic playground fighting should be 

defined as bullying (Slee.2003). Likewise, aggression or „negative actions‟ on the part of two 

equally matched adversaries is defined in terms of a rivalry or conflict, and not considered to 

characterise a definition of bullying.   

 

4.2 Previous research of teachers  

The definition above, albeit rather general in the eyes of the researches, afforded this essay 

clear and concise understanding of the term bullying. Yet how does this general definition 

compare with that of teachers‟ perception of bullying? According to the general opinion of 

researchers relating definitions of bullying, teachers by comparison with young adolescents 

express more comprehensive ideas in their definitions of bullying. However, in a similar 

survey, Boulton (1997) reported that of 138 teachers, 34 failed to include direct verbal forms 

                                                 
30

 Naylor, (2006) 
31

 Olweus, (1991 s. 4) 
32

 Smith, (2006) 
33

 Cowie, (2008) 
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of aggression (name-calling, spreading rumours) within their definitions of the term bullying.34 

Furthermore, approximately 70 teachers failed to include indirect forms of aggression (social 

exclusion) within their responses. In Siann, Callaghan, Lockhart, & Rawson‟s study (1993) 

whereby fifty-one teachers were questioned and 20 teachers interviewed, practically all 

teachers defined bullying in terms of „direct‟ and „indirect‟ forms of aggression. However, of 

the 20 teachers interviewed only 11 teachers referred to a power imbalance in favour of the 

perpetrator as an important component of bullying.  

 

Furthermore, only 2 of the 20 teachers interviewed referred to the importance of bullying in 

terms of effects on the target to be an important component in defining an act of bullying. 

This is important because as noted in the study by Siann, Callaghan, Lockhart, & Rawson, 

(1993), definitional problems can occur when the perpetrator perceives his or her actions to 

be nothing more than „having a little bit of fun‟. In other words the perpetrators unintentional 

act of aggression may well cause some teachers to overlook the imbalance of power and 

determine the incident to be nothing more than a misunderstanding. Furthermore, gender did 

not seem to affect the teachers‟ perceptions of bullying and few appreciable differences were 

noted in their responses.35  

 

In summary, from the studies cited it seems that current research suggests that teachers in 

comparison to adolescents express a more comprehensive perception of bullying and are 

less likely to restrict their definitions to direct forms of abuse (verbal and/or physical abuse).36 

However, certain studies have shown a lack in teachers understanding of the importance of 

considering bullying in terms of effects on the target.37 Moreover, Bolton (1997) reported that 

over half of all teachers surveyed failed to include indirect forms of aggression (social 

exclusion) within their responses. As indirect forms of aggression are extremely hard to 

detect teachers must be aware of the importance of listening to and understanding the effect 

of bullying upon the target. Failure to do so could have serious implications for the reporting 

and detection of bullying in schools. Gender did not have any effect on teachers‟ perceptions 

of the term bullying. Furthermore, it may be argued that researchers by comparison with 

teachers retain a more comprehensive perception of the term bullying.38  

 

 

 

                                                 
34

 Naylor, (2006) 
35

 Nicolaides.S, (2002) 
36

 Naylor, (2006) 
37

 Siann.G, (1993)  
38

 Naylor, (2006) 
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4.3  Previous research of adolescents 

The majority of studies tend to highlight the fact that adolescents‟ perception of bullying does 

not agree with that of adults.39 Nevertheless, there are studies that argue that adolescents‟ 

perception of bullying is rather well-developed and that they think similarly to researchers 

(Arora.1987), (Boulton.1997).40 Similarly, Claire Monks and Peter Smith (2006) noted the fact 

that younger children “include more in their definition” of bullying, opposing the idea that 

adults know better. Furthermore, Smith‟s study (2002) suggests that adolescents 

understanding of complex social behaviour increases with age.41  

 

In accordance with the idea that adolescents think similarly to researchers‟, Monks and Smith 

(2006) reported that pupils tended to consider the adverse effect upon the target as an 

important characteristic of bullying, “even if it was not the intention of the „bully‟ to bully” 

(Smith.802). Similarly, Menesini, Fonzi, and Smith (2002) compared teachers‟ perceptions of 

bullying with adolescents aged 8-14yrs and concluded that pupils were more inclusive in their 

definitions.42 In contrast, adults focused upon the intentions of the „bully‟ rather than the effect 

upon the target when defining bullying. Furthermore, adults reported that a negative action 

had to be repeated before it could be defined as bullying.43  

 

A related difference however between researchers and adolescents perceptions of bullying is 

that adolescents tend to overlook less obvious indirect acts of aggression.44 That is to say 

that an adolescent is far less likely to associate bullying with actions such as gossiping, the 

spreading of malicious rumours, social exclusion and/or a power imbalance in favour of the 

perpetrator. Furthermore, a recent study in the UK (Oliver & Candappa. 2003) reported that 

an overwhelming majority of adolescents thought that an act of aggression had to be 

repeated before it could be defined as bullying. The results published in many of the 

dissertations have shown to be rather contradictory to one another at times which, may the 

importance certain variables, such as age, gender and an established anti-bullying 

programme, have on adolescents‟ perceptions of bullying.  

 

A further interesting analysis can be made upon adolescents‟ definitions of bullying on the 

basis of gender. Like the studies reported by Crick, Casas and Mosher (1997) and Ku 

                                                 
39

 Frisén.A, (2007) 
40

 Naylor, (2006) 
41

 Naylor, (2006) 
42

 Smith, (2006) 
43

 Smith, (2006) 
44

 Naylor, (2006) 
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(1999), research suggests that girls tend to be more likely to use and experience indirect 

forms of bullying such as social exclusion, while boys are more likely to use and experience 

direct forms of bullying such as physical attacks.45 Hoover, Oliver and Hazler (1992) found a 

relation between adolescents‟ (12-18yrs) experiences and their perceptions of bullying.46 This 

is interesting because it may suggest that an adolescents understanding of bullying may also 

be related to their gender related experiences of bullying. Conversely, Smith and Levan 

(1995) did not find any significant gender differences relating children‟s‟ (6-7yrs) perceptions 

of bullying, which would endorse Smith‟s study (2002) suggesting that adolescents 

understanding of complex social behaviour increases with age.47  

 

In summary, it has been argued that adolescents‟ perceptions of bullying are rather well-

developed (Arora.1996; Boulton.1997). Furthermore, Smith (2002) noted that adolescents 

understanding of complex social behaviour improved with age. Additionally, Menzi, fonzi and 

Smith‟s research (2002) concluded that adolescents‟ by comparison with adults were more 

inclusive in their definitions of bullying. However, Madsen (1996) and Guerin & Hennessey‟s 

(2002) research would suggest that adolescents overlook less obvious indirect acts of 

aggression and are far less likely to associate bullying with actions such as gossiping, the 

spreading of malicious rumours, social exclusion and/or a power imbalance in favour of the 

perpetrator. Additionally, Oliver and Candappa (2003) reported that an overwhelming 

majority of adolescents thought that an act of aggression had to be repeated before it could 

be defined as bullying. Considering the contradictory results found among the research 

papers analysed, it would be fair to conclude that certain variables, such as age, gender and 

an established anti-bullying programme, can affect research results.  

 

In respect of adolescents perceptions of bullying on the basis of gender the research seems 

to suggest that girls by contrast with boys are more likely to use indirect forms of aggression 

such as social exclusion. Furthermore, the research papers analysed suggested that 

adolescents‟ perceptions of bullying are related to gender related experiences of bullying. 

 

5. RESULTS 

This chapter will now include a presentation and analysis of the empirical data. In 

accordance with the questions posed within the second chapter under the heading aim, this 

essay will analyse upper-secondary school teachers and pupils, as well as their parents‟ 

perceptions of bullying behaviour?  

                                                 
45
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46
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Respondents were asked to give a concise and spontaneous response relating to their 

perception of bullying in schools. Those subjects that willingly volunteered to take part in the 

survey were then handed a questionnaire and asked to respond to the following open ended 

questions:  

 Spontaneously describe your perception of bullying in school. What is bullying 

and how does it occur?  

 Describe the different forms of bullying that exist?  

 Does bullying differ at all between boys and girls, explain?  

 

 It must be noted that as exemplified under the chapter three, not all volunteers chose to 

return their survey, this can be verified in Annex 1. Many of the extracts from the subjects 

open responses could be categorised, and have been for the purpose of analysis under the 

appropriate headings power imbalance, single incident, repeated incident, physical, direct 

physical, psychological, direct verbal and indirect bullying behaviours. Illustrative examples of 

these categorisations taken from respondents‟ definitions can be found in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. Translated extracts from respondents‟ definitions of illustrative examples of each category of 
bullying behaviour. 

Categories of 
bullying behaviour 

  Exemplar response  

Power imbalance  
 
 
Single incident  
 
 
 
Repeated incident 
 
 
Physical 
 
Direct physical  
 
Psychological 
 
Direct verbal  
 
 
Indirect 

  “…when one or more persons expose one or several other persons to 
repeated physical and/or mental abusive treatment” (Parent A). 
 
…a single negative action may also be defined as an „abuse of power‟, 
especially in the case whereby the target suffers from fear of his 
perpetrator‟s actions over an extended period of time (Olweus. „93). 
 
“When other students harass another student... more than 3 times” 
(Parent ).  
 
“Possibly more physical, though I‟m not certain.” (Teacher). 
 
“Physical abuse such as pushing, hitting….” (Teacher). 
 
“Boys are often more physical and girls psychological” (Pupil). 
 
“It may not just be a matter of saying nasty things, but also social 
exclusion” (Pupil). 
 
“…bullying via internet, sms… spreading of rumours, social exclusion, 
violence…” (Teacher). 

 

 

Therefore, using the statement from table 2 above, “when one or more persons expose one 

or several other persons to repeated physical and/or mental abusive treatment” (Parent), a 

frequency equal to one was recorded under the categories power imbalance, repeated 

incident, physical and psychological. This statement does not however suggest an 
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understanding of direct physical, direct verbal or indirect forms of bullying behaviour. Neither, 

does it suggest the understanding of the consequence of a single negative action and has 

therefore not been coded or recorded as such. It is worth noting that within the tables below 

illustrating respondents perceptions of bullying, the frequency illustrates the sum of the 

subjects open responses, categorised according to the type of bullying behaviour. The Total 

percentage however, is representative of the sum of the frequency divided by the sum of 

respondents that returned a survey.  

 

Therefore: Total percentage (%)  = frequency (total) / subjects (total) 

                                      ×100 

 

Example: Table 3 illustrates that of the 15 male participants aged 13-16yrs only 7(frequency) 

males defined bullying behaviour in terms that could be categorised as a power imbalance. 

This relates to 46.7% of the entire group (7÷15×100). Likewise, table 3 also illustrates the 

fact that males aged 13-16yrs were less inclusive in their perceptions of bullying, tending to 

refer to bullying behaviour as simply physical (66.7%) and/or psychological (66.7%). Coupled 

with the fact that less than half of the respondents included a reference to an imbalance of 

power in favour of the perpetrator (46.7%), nor did they include reference to bullying‟s 

systematic behaviour (20%), seriousness of a single negative action (0%) & illustrated little 

understanding for gender related behaviour (60%), it would be reasonable to conclude that 

this group has a moderate understanding for and perception of bullying.  

 

5.1 Adolescents‟ (13-16yrs) understanding of bullying behaviour  

Table 3. Perceptions of Bullying 
Frequency variables = Pupil/13-16yrs/Male (15/15) 

 

Category Frequency Total percentage 
 

Power imbalance 7 46,7% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 3 20,0% 

     

Physical 10 66,7% 

Direct physical 5 33,3% 

Psychological 10 66,7% 

Direct verbal 6 40,0% 

Indirect 2 13,3% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 9 60,0% 

No 1 6,7% 

Don't know 5 33,3% 
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Of the fifteen male respondents (13-16yrs) that volunteered to participate in this survey, 

fifteen questionnaires were returned. Table 3 above, illustrates this groups response to the 

open ended questions:  „what is bullying‟, „how does it occur‟? „What forms of bullying exist‟ 

and „does bullying behaviour among boys differ from that of girls‟?  In response to the 

questions above 53% of all adolescent boys failed to illustrate their perceptions of bullying in 

terms of an imbalance of power. That is to say they failed to recognise the abuse of power in 

favour of the perpetrator, whether that derives from a physical superiority: size, strength, 

strength in number of persons supporting the bully, or psychological strength such as social 

status, social competence and mental strength (Olweus, 1997).48  Furthermore, all of the 

respondents failed to illustrate the effect upon the target as an important component when 

defining bullying. This is extremely significant for a school with an anti-bullying programme 

(Likabehandlingsplan) as it may suggest that there are significant defects within the current 

programme. Moreover, definitional problems can occur if the perpetrators actions are 

perceived to be nothing more than „having a little bit of fun‟.49  

 

The results also indicate the fact that 80% of all adolescent boys (13-16yrs) failed to illustrate 

bullying in terms of a repeated action. Furthermore, none of the respondents illustrated an 

awareness of the effect a single negative action may have for the target, especially in the 

case whereby the target suffers from fear of his perpetrator‟s actions over an extended 

period of time. Moreover, 87% of respondents failed to describe bullying in terms of an 

indirect behavior and we see a tendency to illustrate bullying behavior in more simplified 

terms. 

 “Physical and psychological” (male pupil, A) 

 “Punch and tease them, physical and psychological“(male pupil, B).  

 

In addition, 40% of all adolescent boys failed to exemplify an awareness of the effect of 

gender upon bullying behavior.  

 

 
  

                                                 
48

 (Naylor, 2006) 
49

 (Siann.G, 1993) 
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Table 4. Perceptions of Bullying 

Frequencies variables: Pupil/13-16yrs/Female (13/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 9 69,2% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 1 7,7% 

     

Physical 9 69,2% 

Direct physical 4 30,8% 

Psychological 9 69,2% 

Direct verbal 8 61,5% 

Indirect 7 53,8% 

Don't know 1 7,7% 

     

Does boys' bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 10 76,9% 

No 1 7,7% 

Don't know 2 15,4% 

 

Of the fifteen female respondents (13-16yrs) that volunteered to participate in this survey, 

only thirteen questionnaires were returned. Table 4 above, illustrates this groups response to 

the open ended questions relating their perceptions of bullying behaviour. Remarkably, and 

in contrast with adolescent boys, 70% of the female respondents (13-16yrs) illustrated an 

understanding for the concept of an imbalance of power when exemplifying their perceptions 

of bullying. They did not however, fare as well when illustrating the dynamics of bullying and 

only one girl described bullying in terms of a repetitive negative action. Furthermore, only two 

of the respondents illustrated the effect upon the target as an important component when 

defining bullying, yet none of the girls illustrated an understanding of the 

importance/consequence of a single negative action.  

 

“…is when one constantly makes another person feel bad” (female pupil, A). 

“…it is when a person is being degraded” (female pupil, B). 

 

Moreover, the girls in contrast to the boys were far more descriptive in their definitions of 

bullying behaviour and exemplified a far greater understanding of direct physical, direct 

verbal yet more importantly indirect forms of abuse. In addition, girls expressed a marginally 

better understanding of the effect of gender upon bullying behavior.  
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5.2 Adolescents‟ (16-19yrs) understanding of bullying behaviour 
 
 Table 5. Perceptions of Bullying 

Frequencies variables: Pupil/16-19yrs/Male (15/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 9 60,0% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 4 26,7% 

     

Physical 11 73,3% 
Direct physical 5 33,3% 
Psychological 8 53,3% 
Direct verbal 11 73,3% 
Indirect 11 73,3% 
Don't know 

 
0,0 % 

     

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 11 73,3% 

No 4 26,7% 

Don't know   0,0% 

 
 
Of the fifteen male respondents (16-19yrs) that volunteered to participate in this survey, 

fifteen questionnaires were returned. In Table 5 above, 60% of the boys succeeded in 

defining bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the perpetrator or „bully‟. 

However, only 27% referred to bullying in terms of a systematic negative action repeated 

over a longer period of time and none of the respondents exemplified an understanding of 

the importance/consequence of a single negative action. Furthermore, none of the 

respondents included the effect upon the target as an important component when defining 

bullying and only 33% of the subjects included a more descriptive definition of more 

comprehensive direct physical forms of bullying behaviour. However, surprisingly 73% of the 

young male adolescents demonstrated a tendency to describe bullying in terms of an indirect 

(spreading of malicious rumours, social exclusion, use of social networks, sms) and or direct 

verbal behaviour. This is surprising as it is in total contrast to Hoover, Oliver and Hazler‟s 

(1992) research relating the experiences of adolescents and their perceptions of bullying.50 

That is to say that one would expect the boys in this group to relate to the more physical 

related bullying behaviours, in accordance with their gender related experiences of bullying. 

Finally, 27% of the respondents reported little awareness of the effect of gender upon 

bullying behavior.  

 
 

                                                 
50

 Smith, (2006) 
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Table 6. Perceptions of Bullying 

Frequencies variables = Pupil/16-19yrs/Female (15/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 13 86,7% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 2 13,3% 

     

Physical 7 46,7% 

Direct physical 7 46,7% 

Psychological 7 46,7% 

Direct verbal 12 80,0% 

Indirect 12 80,0% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 13 86,7% 

No 1 6,7% 

Don't know   0,0% 

 
Of the fifteen female respondents (16-19yrs) that volunteered to participate in this survey, 

fifteen questionnaires were returned. In Table 6 above an encouraging 87% of the girls 

defined bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the perpetrator or „bully‟. 

However, only 2 of the girls defined bullying in terms of a systematic negative action 

repeated over a longer period of time. Furthermore, and in accordance with the general trend 

of this survey among upper-secondary school adolescents, none of the respondents 

exemplified an understanding of the importance/consequence of a single negative action. 

Neither did they exemplify the effect upon the target as an important component when 

defining bullying. 

 

Similarly, to young male adolescents (16-19yrs), a majority 80% of the girls also 

demonstrated a definite tendency to describe bullying behaviour in terms of an indirect 

(spreading of malicious rumours, social exclusion, use of social networks, sms) and or direct 

verbal behaviour. In contrast with the boys however, this would agree with Hoover, Oliver 

and Hazler‟s (1992) research relating the experiences of adolescents and their perceptions 

of bullying.51 That is to say that one would expect the girls in this group to relate to the more 

psychological bullying behaviours, in accordance with their gender related experiences of 

bullying. Finally, an encouraging 87% of all young adolescent females (16-19yrs) believed 

that there did in fact exist a gender related difference in bullying behaviours between boys 

and girls. 

 

                                                 
51

 Smith, (2006) 
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5.3 Teachers‟ understanding of bullying behaviour 

Table 7. Perceptions of Bullying 

Frequencies variables = Teacher/Male (13/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 6 46,2% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 8 61,5% 

     

Physical 10 76,9% 

Direct physical 9 69,2% 

Psychological 8 61,5% 

Direct verbal 9 69,2% 

Indirect 11 84,6% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys' bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 13 100,0% 

No  0,0% 

Don't know   0,0% 

 
Of the fifteen male teachers that volunteered to participate in this survey, only thirteen 

questionnaires were returned. In Table 7 above 54% of the male respondents failed to define 

bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the perpetrator or „bully‟. Furthermore, 

73% of respondents failed to define bullying in terms of a systematic negative action 

repeated over a longer period of time. It should also be noted that none of the respondents 

exemplified an understanding of the importance/consequence of a single negative action. 

Dissimilar to the response given below, the majority of male teachers failed to illustrate the 

effect upon the target as an important component when defining bullying which, may suggest 

a tendency among the male teachers to define bullying in terms of the actions of the 

perpetrator rather than the effects upon the victim. 

 

”Bullying is the abusive treatment of another person and can materialise in such forms as 

social exclusion, harassment, violence, and the like. The person subjected to such treatment 

is the one who determines whether or not a negative action ensued” (male teacher, A). 

 

However, it can be argued that the male teachers were far more inclusive within their 

responses and included many visible and not so visible forms of bullying behaviours. 

Furthermore, 100% of all respondents illustrated an understanding of the gender related 

difference in bullying behaviours between boys and girls. 
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Table 8. Perceptions of Bullying 

Frequencies variables = Teacher/Female (11/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 6 54,5% 

Single incident 1 9,0% 

Repeated incidents 8 72,7% 

     

Physical 8 72,7% 

Direct physical 5 45,5% 

Psychological 8 72,7% 

Direct verbal 7 63,6% 

Indirect 9 81,8% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys' bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 9 81,8% 

No 1 9,1% 

Don't know 1 9,1% 

 
Of the fifteen female teachers that volunteered to participate in this survey, only eleven 

questionnaires were returned. In Table 8 above 55% of all female respondents defined 

bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the perpetrator or „bully‟. Furthermore, 

an encouraging 73% of all respondents defined bullying in terms of a systematic negative 

action repeated over a longer period of time. It should be noted that this is the highest result 

for this category thus far and along with the male teachers exemplifies the most conclusive 

perception of bullying among the different groups. However, only one of the respondents 

exemplified an understanding of the importance/consequence of a single negative action. 

Furthermore, only 50% of all female teachers illustrated the effect upon the target as an 

important component when defining bullying. This suggests that along with the majority of 

subjects surveyed thus far, there exists a tendency among the subjects included within the 

scope of this essay, to define bullying in terms of the actions of the perpetrator rather than 

the effects upon the victim. 

 

Despite the fact that the female teachers were more inclusive in their description of indirect 

forms of abuse, it can be argued that teachers as a whole are far more inclusive within their 

responses of the many visible and covert forms of bullying behaviour. Furthermore, 82% of 

the female respondents illustrated an understanding of the gender related difference in 

bullying behaviours between boys and girls. 
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5.4 Parents‟ understanding of bullying behaviour 

Table 9. Perceptions of Bullying 
Frequency variables = Parents/Male (9/15) 
 

Category Frequency Total 
percentage 

 

Power imbalance 4 44,4% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 1 11,1% 

     

Physical 9 100,0% 

Direct physical 5 55,6% 

Psychological 7 77,8% 

Direct verbal 6 66,7% 

Indirect 6 66,7% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 8 88,9% 

No  0,0% 

Don't know 1 11,1% 

 

Of the fifteen male respondents that volunteered to participate in this survey, only nine 

questionnaires were returned. The results illustrated in table 9 above indicate that only 44% 

of male respondents defined bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the 

perpetrator or „bully‟. This is however, typical for all adults included within this survey. 

Disappointingly, only one of the male parents defined bullying in terms of a systematic 

negative action repeated over a longer period of time and none of the respondents 

exemplified an understanding of the importance/consequence of a single negative action. 

Neither did they exemplify the effect upon the target as an important component when 

defining bullying. 

 

Similarly, to young male adolescents (16-19yrs), there was a greater tendency to define 

bullying in terms of a physical behaviour and only 55% of all respondents exemplified a more 

comprehensive definition of direct physical forms of bullying behaviour. Furthermore, just 

over half of respondents illustrated bullying in terms of an indirect (spreading of malicious 

rumours, social exclusion, use of social networks, sms) and or direct verbal behaviour. 

Encouragingly, almost all respondents exemplified an understanding for gender related 

difference in bullying behaviours between boys and girls. 
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Table 10. Perceptions of Bullying 
Frequencies variables = Parents/Female (8/15)  
 

Category Frequency Total percentage 
 

Power imbalance 5 62,5% 

Single incident  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 2 25,0% 

     

Physical 7 87,5% 

Direct physical 3 37,5% 

Psychological 8 100,0% 

Direct verbal 4 50,0% 

Indirect 5 62,5% 

Don't know  0,0% 

     

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?    

Yes 6 75,0% 

No 2 25,0% 

Don't know   0,0% 

 

Of the fifteen female respondents that volunteered to participate in this survey, only eight 

questionnaires were returned. The results illustrated in table 10 above indicate that 63% of 

all mothers defined bullying in terms of an imbalance of power in favour of the perpetrator or 

„bully‟. However, only 25% of respondents defined bullying in terms of a systematic negative 

action repeated over a longer period of time and none of the respondents exemplified an 

understanding of the importance/consequence of a single negative action. Neither did they 

exemplify the effect upon the target as an important component when defining bullying.  

 

Furthermore, the results in table 10 above illustrate that respondents are less likely to include 

descriptive definitions of direct physical and direct verbal bullying behaviours and are more 

likely to refer to it as a physical/psychological phenomenon. Moreover, 25% of all 

respondents did not illustrate an understanding for gender related differences in bullying 

behaviour between boys and girls. 

 

6. DISCUSSION 

This chapter shall include a discussion of data presented within the previous chapter and 

include a comparison of the responses given by teachers, pupils and parents‟ include within 

the scope of this essay. Where applicable the results shall also be compared with 

researchers understanding bullying behaviour, included within chapter four.  

 

It is worth noting that table 11 below illustrates the Mean average of pupils, teachers and 

parents‟ responses to the questions posed in chapter two. This was achieved by calculating 

the total percentage of male/female responses to a specific question and dividing the sum by 
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two.  This gave the mean average percentage of both male & female responses and 

facilitated the analysis of the group as a whole rather than by gender. This process was 

included to assist a comparable analysis between the different groups 

Therefore: Mean Average = Male % + Female %  

                   2 

 
Table 11. Summary Perceptions of Bullying 
Frequencies variables = Pupils/ teachers/ parents 
 

Category Pupils         
13-16yrs 

 Pupils   
16-19yrs 

 Teachers  Parents 

        
        

Power imbalance 57,9%  73,3%  50,3%  53,5% 

Single incident 0,0%  0,0%  0,0%  0,0% 

Repeated incidents 13,8%  20,0%  67,1%  18,1% 

            

Physical 67,9%  53,3%  74,8%  93,8% 

Direct physical 47,4%  53,3%  57,3%  46,5% 

Pyschological 67,9%  53,3%  67,1%  88,9% 

Direct verbal 50,8%  70,0%  66,4%  58,3% 

Indirect 33,6%  83,3%  83,2%  64,6% 

Don't know 3,8%  0,0%  0,0%  0,0% 

            

Does boys‟ bullying differ from girls?            

Yes 68,5%  80,0%  90,9%  81,9% 

No 7,2%  16,7%  4,5%  12,5% 

Don't know 24,4%  0,0%  4,5%  5,6% 

 
 

Having analysed teachers‟, pupils‟ & parents‟ perceptions of bullying, a summary of the 

results were presented in table 11above. As illustrated among the results of the youngest 

respondents‟, girls aged 13 -16yrs included far more inclusive definitions of bullying, when 

compared by boys of the same age. Moreover, the girls were far more likely to include the 

concept of an asymmetrical power relationship within their responses and acknowledge 

gender related differences in bullying behaviours. Similarly, girls aged 16-19yrs also 

illustrated more inclusive definitions of bullying, when compared by boys of the same age, 

yet were far more likely to refer to psychological forms of abuse. Girls, also illustrated the 

tendency to include the concept of asymmetrical power relationships within their responses 

and acknowledge gender related differences in bullying behaviours. This would suggest, in 

accordance with Hoover, Oliver & Hazler‟s study (1992) that there is a definite gender related 

difference between adolescents‟ perceptions of bullying, especially among adolescents aged 

between 13-16yrs. Furthermore, and in accordance with Naylors study (2006) the results 

would suggest that young adolescent boys overlook less obvious indirect forms of bullying 

behaviour. However, in accordance with Smith‟s study (2002), the results illustrate that 
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adolescents understanding of complex social behaviours do in fact increase with age, as is 

exemplified by the fact that adolescents aged 16-19yrs are more inclusive and include more 

complex psychological (direct verbal, indirect) bullying behaviours within their responses. 

 

However, very few adolescents defined bullying in terms of a target "exposed, repeatedly 

and over time, to negative actions”. Furthermore, none of the respondents acknowledged 

that a single negative action may also be defined as an „abuse of power‟, especially in the 

case whereby the target suffers from fear of his perpetrator‟s actions over an extended 

period of time.  This is however surprising considering the fact that all Swedish schools, 

following the implementation of the anti-discrimination law (2008:567), are obligated to 

implement an anti-bullying programme which, one would expect to result in the 

comprehensive education of bullying behaviour within schools. Subsequently, one would 

expect adolescents to be more inclusive in their responses.    

 

The results did not illustrate any significant difference among the responses given by male 

teachers and female teachers. However, the majority of teachers by comparison, did define 

bullying in terms of a target "exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions”. This 

was however the exception among those analysed which would suggest that the teachers 

understanding of bullying behaviours are somewhat more complete. Furthermore and in 

accordance with Naylor‟s study (2006) the teachers, when compared to the study group as a 

whole, were less likely to restrict their responses to direct forms of bullying behaviour. 

However, similarly to adolescents, none of the teachers acknowledged that a single negative 

action may also be defined as an „abuse of power‟, especially in the case whereby the target 

suffers from fear of his perpetrator‟s actions over an extended period of time. This is 

extremely worrying because as illustrated by the authors Guerin & Hennessy (2002) bullying 

can also be identified in terms of a behavior not necessarily intended to cause harm or 

distress by the perpetrator, though that is experienced as such by the target.52 If teachers, 

responsible for the education of adolescents in school are then oblivious to the dangers of a 

single incident of abuse, how can one be expected to identify and or report such an incident. 

Furthermore, and as highlighted in Elinoff, Sandra, Chafouleas & Sassu‟s study (2004),53 

mild forms of bullying may well be dismissed as harmless fun or part of childlike growing up, 

though if allowed to continue may have very detrimental and lasting effects upon the target. 

In comparison to their non-bullied counterparts, targets tend to suffer from the effects of 

depression and low self-esteem long after their schooling years. Furthermore, apart from 

under achieving academically, victims of bullying are far more likely to demonstrate signs of 
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behavioural, physical and mental health problems and retain a low-status within society. 

Given the facts relating to the long-lasting and unpleasant effects bullying has upon the 

target, one can appreciate the importance for teachers, pupils and parents alike to develop 

and unify our understanding of this complex social behaviour.  

 

When analysing the responses given by parents we see a definite variation among the 

responses given by male and female respondents. That is to say that in accordance with the 

research of Crick, Casas & Mosher (1997), Ku (1999) and Hoover, Oliver & Hazler (1992)54 

we see a tendency for men to illustrate bullying as a physical behaviour and women a 

psychological behaviour. This may suggest that knowledge about bullying within the schools 

is not reaching the home, resulting in inadequate, gender related perceptions of bullying 

behaviour based on the parents‟ own previous experiences. Furthermore, when compared 

with the study group as a whole the results illustrate that parents are far more likely to define 

bullying in more simplified terms and less likely to include more comprehensive direct 

physical, direct verbal and indirect forms of bullying behaviour. Although more inclusive than 

adolescents aged 13-16yrs, parents did not perform as well as adolescents aged 16-19yrs 

and teachers when defining bullying behaviours. Furthermore, the results illustrate the fact 

that parents were unlikely to illustrate bullying in terms of a target "exposed, repeatedly and 

over time, to negative actions”. In fact one parent reported that bullying was the result of 

“…other students harassing another student with the same phenomenon more than 3 times" 

(parent-C). Although, the respondent failed to illustrate the seriousness a single negative 

action, parents, like so many other respondents included within the survey illustrate a 

tendency to restrict their perceptions of bullying solely from the actions of the perpetrator. 

This is however not surprising, considering the fact that this group is somewhat less informed 

by comparison with teachers and adolescents. However, it is concerning to believe that the 

information supplied by schools is not reaching the home. 

 

7. SUMMARY  

The purpose of this essay was to study parents, teachers and pupils‟ perceptions of the term 

bullying, having acknowledged a recent article reporting that more than a third of all Swedish 

pupils aged 14-17 years were apprehensive before the start of a new school term.55 The 

results of this research illustrated a diverse understanding of bullying behaviours among the 

respondents, despite the implementation of an anti-bullying programme 

(Likabehandlingsplan), required by Swedish law. This is surprising as one would expect, as 
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illustrated by the teachers, more inclusive, objective, balanced results throughout the test 

group.   

 

With the exception of teachers and adolescents aged 16-19yrs, the respondents included 

within the scope of this essay displayed a moderate understanding of bullying behaviours. 

However,   in accordance with previous research (Smith, 2002) the results did illustrate the 

fact that adolescents understanding of complex social behaviours increases with age. 

Furthermore, the results illustrated that very few respondents defined bullying in terms of a 

systematic form of abuse whereby the target was exposed, repeatedly and over time, to 

negative actions. Neither did the respondents acknowledged the seriousness of a single 

negative action upon a target that suffers from fear of his perpetrator‟s actions over an 

extended period of time. This obviously causes some concern and raises the question why 

so many respondents illustrated the tendency to define bullying behaviour solely from the 

actions of the perpetrator. Is the school at fault and failing to inform respondents of the 

complexity of bullying behaviour, or was the questionnaire formulated incorrectly? 

 

Considering the obscure nature of this complex social problem it is paramount for teachers, 

adolescents and parents alike to appreciate the difference between their inconsistent 

definitions of bullying, even from the perspective of the variables (gender/age/vocation) 

highlighted in this study. As previous studies have shown, it is vital when defining bullying 

behaviour that one considers the experiences of the target rather than the actions of the 

perpetrator (Guerin & Hennessy, 2002).  Schools need to listen carefully to what adolescents 

are reporting as well as help teachers, pupils and their parents develop a more inclusive, 

objective and balanced definition of bullying behaviours. This will not only have a positive 

effect for the individual (target) but may also help in identifying, reporting and combating 

incidents of direct and indirect forms of abuse, regardless of how insignificant one first 

perceives the incident to be.   
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