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Introduction

Bullying is acknowledged as a serious global problem (UN Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General on Violence against Children, 2016), influencing the lives of millions of children and 
youth. Systematic research on bullying was initiated by Dan Olweus first in Sweden and later on in 
Norway (Olweus, 1973; 1978; 1993), inspiring researchers in other European countries as well as in 
Australia, Canada, and the US. Quite independently from research in Western countries, research on 
bullying (ijime) had emerged in Japan in the 1980’s (Morita, 1985; Morita & Kiyonaga, 1986) and after 
that, in Korea (Korean ijime,  later called wang-ta, Kwak & Lee, 2016). In the rest of Asia (apart from 
Japan and South Korea), as well as in Latin America, Middle East, and Africa, attention to bullying has 
risen more recently. 

Prevalence and types of bullying
Due to varying definitions and measurement instruments across studies and surveys, the prevalence of 
young people targeted by bullying or bullying others is not easy to determine.  There are, however, 
several large-scale surveys that provide data on the prevalence of students involved in bullying across 
countries, utilizing identical definition and measurement of bullying, along with large samples of 
students from comparable age groups. Based on such international surveys it seems that 
between-country differences in the prevalence of bullying exist.

 Richardson and Hiu (2016) developed a method by which they were able to produce valid 
estimates of “relative bullying risk” across countries, in order to do a proper global comparison on rates 
of students bullied by their peers. Their study was based on data from 53 countries and six international 
surveys: TIMSS (2011), HBSC (2001/2), and GSHS (2003-14) surveys, Children’s Worlds Report 
(2015), and data from the Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study by LLECE (SERCE, 
2008) and Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study by LLECE (TERCE, 2015). 

 The results show that, according to most recent survey data, Canada, the Western side of South 
America, parts of Eastern Europe, and the MENA (Middle East-Northern Africa) region, and islands in 
the Pacific have the highest relative risk. Countries in Western Europe, the US, eastern parts of South 
America, much of the Middle East and North Africa, Australia, Japan and Mongolia belong to the 
medium risk category. Low-risk countries can be found in Northern Europe, South East Asia, Russia, as 
well as Kazakhstan, South Korea and Thailand, along with few countries in Central and South America 
(Figure 1).
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 Bullying is not infrequent in any country where it has been studied. The prevalence of elementary 
school students repeatedly victimized by their peers at school varies between 5% and almost 50% across 
studies and surveys. Part of the variation is probably due to country differences, but the prevalence rates 
also depend on the definition and measurement of bullying, the age groups studied, and other sample 
differences. 

 Early studies on bullying focused on its physical (hitting, pushing, or kicking) and verbal 
(ridiculing, insulting) forms. Since the late 1980s, researchers shifted from examining only physical and 
verbal aggression (i.e., direct aggression) to studying more subtle forms of aggression.

These involve circuitous, often socially manipulative behaviors such as spreading nasty rumors or lies 
about the target (indirect aggression; Björkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992), harming or 
threatening to harm the target’s relationships (relational aggression; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), or 
damaging the target by social exclusion or insulting facial expressions and gestures (social aggression; 
Galen & Underwood, 1997). 

Figure 1: Global map of relative bullying risk. From: Richardson & Liu, 2016. Copyright: United Nations.
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  Indirect aggression was first seen as “female aggression,” believed to be more common among 
females than males (Björqkvist et al., 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). These suggestions were challenged 
by studies that did not find a gender difference (e.g., Galen & Underwood, 1997), or even found that boys 
used indirect aggression more often than girls (Peets & Kikas, 2006; Salmivalli & Kaukiainen, 2004). A 
meta-analysis of 148 studies showed that girls were indirectly more aggressive than boys, but this gender 
difference was minuscule (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). Overall, findings suggest that even if 
girls do not use indirect aggression more frequently than boys in an absolute sense, they use indirect 
forms proportionally more often than boys (i.e., a larger proportion of their aggressive behavior is 
indirect; Salmivalli & Kaukiainen, 2004).  

With a growing popularity of electronic media usage among children and adolescents, researchers 
have increasingly started to focus on cyberbullying (Slonje & Smith, 2008), where harmful acts are deliv-
ered via electronic communication tools. They can send hurtful messages directly to their victims, or they 
can spread insulting material over the Internet. Although cyberbullying is becoming increasingly wide-
spread, it is far less frequent than traditional forms of bullying, and those who are targeted online are 
nearly always targeted offline as well (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, & Johnson, 2015; Salmivalli, Sainio, & 
Hodges, 2013). 

 Although bullying that involves physical violence attracts media attention, and cyberbullying 
represents a potential new threat to the well-being of children and youth, numerous studies have shown 
that the majority of bullying consists of verbal attacks among girls as well as boys, as it did 20 years ago 
(e.g., Bradshaw et al., 2015; Rivers & Smith, 1994). 

With regard to gender differences, boys are more likely to be bullies and bully-victims than girls 
(e.g., Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Veenstra et al., 2005). Gender differences in victimization are less clear. 
Although boys often score higher on victimization than girls, some studies indicate a lack of gender differ-
ences (for a review, see Rose & Rudolph, 2006) or report that the gender effect is reversed (Rodkin & 
Berger, 2008; Veenstra et al., 2005). Bullying may occur within or between sexes, but boys are much 
more often targeted by same-sex bullying, whereas girls are bullied equally by both boys and girls (Sain-
io, Veenstra, Huitsing, & Salmivalli, 2012). 

Classroom context: the role of peer group dynamics and teachers 

Classroom is a relevant unit to study bullying because victimized children are most often targeted by their 
classmates (van der Ploeg, Steglich, Salmivalli, & Veenstra, 2015). Also, research shows that classrooms 
significntly differ from each other in terms of the prevalence of bullying problems: bullying is more preva-
lent in some lassrooms than in others.
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Classroom hierarchy is one factor explaining classroom differences in bullying. It refers to the 
degree to which peer status or power is concentrated on a few individuals rather than evenly distributed 
across students in a classroom. There is more bullying in highly hierarchical classrooms (where only few 
students are perceived popular and powerful), and high classroom hierarchy leads to increasing bullying 
over time (Garandeau, Lee, & Salmivalli, 2014). A nonhierarchical classroom, on the other hand, is not a 
good soil for bullying to flourish.

In addition, classroom norms explain why students in some classrooms are more likely to be 
involved in bullying. Bullying behavior is more common in classrooms where many students’ attitudes 
are approving of bullying, or where bullies are perceived as popular by their classmates. Another reflec-
tion of classroom norms is how students respond when they are witnessing bullying. Bullying typically 
occurs in the presence of several peers, and the responses of bystanders may be encouraging (joining in 
the aggressive behavior, signaling approval by laughing or other social rewarding cues) or discouraging 
(intervening on behalf of the victimized peers or otherwise supporting them) of bullying. The frequency 
of bullying perpetration is higher in classrooms where bullying is socially rewarded—where bullies’ 
behavior is frequently reinforced by others (Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011).

Although most children have negative attitudes toward bullying, they seldom support peers who 
are bullied. At least two motives may prevent children from taking sides with victimized peers. First, 
children want to improve their own social standing by appearing more like the person in power, and by 
distancing themselves from the low-status victim. The second motive is self-protection: by siding with 
the bully, or at least appearing to accept his or her behavior, the child hopes to lower his or her own risk 
of becoming the next victim. Children and youth should be provided with safe strategies to support the 
vulnerable peers, or at the minimum to resist peer pressure to join in bullying

Teachers can play a major role in either inhibiting or disinhibiting bullying behaviors. Teachers' beliefs 
concerning bullying set the stage for how they approach the children involved in bullying. Some teachers 
may perceive bullying as a normative experience with few harmful effects; teachers with such beliefs are 
less likely to respond to bullying—instead, they may suggest that victimized children avoid their aggres-
sive peers or work it out on their own. Teachers who have little empathy for children being victimized are 
also less likely to intervene. Teachers’ beliefs, as far as they result in inaction, may thus increase the level 
of bullying problems in the classroom. 
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Also students’ perceptions of the teachers’ attitudes toward bullying matter. There is less bullying 
in classrooms where students believe that their teachers are clearly against it. A study examining the medi-
ators of KiVa antibullying pogram (Saarento, Boulton, & Salmivalli, 2015) found that changes in student 
perceptions of their teachers’ bullying-related attitudes mediated the effects of the program. During the 
year when the program was implemented, students started perceiving their teachers’ attitudes as increas-
ingly disapproving of bullying, and as a consequence, their own bullying behavior was diminishd. It is 
therefore important that teachers clearly communicate their disapproval of bullying to students. In addi-
tion, teachers are in a unique position to influence the peer-group dynamics in classrooms (Hymel, 
McClure, Miller, Shumka, & Trach, 2015). Teachers can have an effect group norms, and on students’ 
efficacy to support the victimized peers through various classroom-level activities included in preventive 
programs. Besides preventive actions, however, teachers and other adults at school need clear guidelines 
and training regarding effective ways to intervene when they find out about ongoing bullying. Research 
shows that victimized students often find adult interventions unsuccessful, in some cases even making 
their situation worse (Fekkes et al., 2005; Smith & Shu, 2000).

The Finnish experience: KiVa antibullying program

Background

The initial response to the demands to tackle the problem of school bullying in Finland was through aware-
ness-raising and normative regulation. In 1998, the Finnish Basic Education Act (29§) stated that each 
and every student has a right to a safe school environment. In 2003, education providers were mandated 
to draw up a plan for safeguarding pupils against violence, bullying, and harassment, execute the plan, 
and supervise adherence to it and its implementation (Finlex, 2010). At that time, the Olweus bullying 
prevention program (OBPP) was already implemented in Norway and the positive results had been report-
ed. In Finland, however, such systematic and concrete guidelines were missing. Instead, each and every 
school had to create their own approach to prevent bullying. The trend data, collected since 1996 by 
Stakes and later on by the National Institute for Health and Welfare (School Health Promotion Study) 
showed no decrease in the prevalence of students being bullied in Finnish middle schools: there was actu-
ally a slight increase over the years. 

 The demand to “do something”, or have a policy, is a good start, but not enough to combat bullying. 
It takes a lot of resources if every school starts developing their own anti-bullying policy from scratch. 
Self-invented school policies may also not provide the concrete tools needed to guide prevention and inter-
vention actions in practice. In Finland, the need for a comprehensive bullying prevention program was 
acknowledged in 2006, when the Finnish Ministry of Education made a contract with the University of 
Turku research group, led by the author, to develop such a program for schools providing basic education 
(elementary and middle schools, grades 1–9).
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          The basis for the KiVa anti-bullying program had been built in years of research, especially in stud-
ies investigating participant roles in bullying (Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, 
Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004)"container-title":"Journal of Adoles-
cence","page":"453-459","volume":"22","issue":"4","source":"ScienceDirect","abstract":"This paper 
describes practical implications of the participant role approach to bullying in schools. This view looks 
at bullying as a group phenomenon which is largely enabled and maintained by members of a school 
class taking on different participant roles (such as assistants of the bully, reinforcers of the bully, or 
outsiders. These studies investigated the different ways in which peers who are witnessing bullying (the 
“bystanders”), respond, and how their responses influence the behavior of the students who bully. A 
central principle of KiVa is to influence the whole peer group, reducing the social rewards the peers 
provide for the bullies and increase their support to victimized students instead. As program developers, 
we believed that improving the general school climate is not enough: Bullying should be discussed with 
students, making them aware of how the group may be involved in bullying, maintaining or even fuel-
ing it, and how everyone is needed to make the change. As learnt from previous intervention trials by 
Salmivalli and colleagues (Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Voeten, 2005; Salmivalli et al., 2004)while little 
support is given to the victim (e.g. Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996, 
schools also needed a systematic approach to address the students directly involved, that is, to tackle the 
cases of bullying that emerge despite of prevention efforts. In addition, there was a recognized demand 
for tools to monitor the level of problems and changes taking place. The three key elements necessary 
for effective bullying prevention and intervention work included in KiVa were, therefore, universal 
actions (for all students), indicated actions (for those involved in bullying), and online tools enabling 
constant monitoring of the situation.

Key elements 
The universal actions are targeted to the whole school including all students, staff members, and 
parents. The KiVa lessons are delivered to the students three times during their basic education – first 
in grade1 (Unit 1), then in grade 4 (Unit 2), and once more in grade 7 (Unit 3) right after the middle 
school transition. The lesson plans are described in detail in teacher’s manuals (Sainio et al., 2009; 
Salmivalli, Pöyhönen, & Kaukiainen, 2009; Salmivalli et al., 2009). The student lessons aim at raising 
awareness of bullying and of everyone’s responsibility to respond constructively when witnessing bully-
ing, increasing empathy towards the victimized peers, and providing safe strategies to stand up for these 
peers and support them. The working methods include discussions, short videos, and learning-by-doing 
exercises. The lessons are accompanied by individually played online games for the respective age 
groups. 

For teachers, the program provides an online training which introduces the program. The schools are 
recommended to have an annual staff meeting to discuss how to implement KiVa and organize the 
anti-bullying work in the school; the program materials include presentation graphics for the meeting 
to guide the discussion on the key issues. There are also presentation graphics to introduce the KiVa 
program for parents in a back-to-school-night, as well as short information leaflets that can be sent 
homes for the parents. Additionally, there is an online parents’ guide which is also available as a printed 
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The indicated actions consist of detailed guidelines for school staff on how to address emerging bully-
ing cases. Schools nominate a KiVa team, whose task is, in collaboration with classroom teachers, to 
follow the stepwise procedure involving discussions with the bullies and the victimized students, as 
well as potential supporters for the latter. In each case, there are follow-up meetings to ensure that bully-
ing has stopped. The follow-ups are strongly emphasized, and with good reason; they have turned out 
to be essential for effective intervention. 

 Finally, in order to monitor the situation in the school, the program includes annual online 
surveys for both students and staff. The surveys for students include questions on bullying and victim-
ization as well as on school well-being more generally. In addition, both students and staff members are 
asked questions on how the program is implemented. The reports of the results are fed back to the 
schools so that they can follow the average bullying and victimization trends (both their own, and in all 
KiVa schools in Finland). The trend data, along with the annual implementation feedback, serve as tools 
to improve the school’s anti-bullying work.

Evaluating efficacy: Randomized controlled trials

The KiVa program was evaluated in randomized controlled trials (RCTs) in 2008–2007 and 
2009–2008. These trials, involving more than 30,000 students in 117 intervention and 117 control 
schools provided convincing evidence of the efficacy of the program in reducing bullying and 
victimization especially in elementary school grades 6–1; the largest effects were seen in grade four, 
among -10year-olds (Kärnä et al., 2013; Kärnä, Voeten, Little, Poskiparta, Kaljonen, et al., 2011). 
Across all grade levels, the average reductions in the prevalence of bullying students and their targets 
amounted to a %23–20 reduction during just one school year (i.e., nine months) of program 
implementation.

 The effects generalized across various forms of bullying, including cyberbullying and -victimiza-
tion (Salmivalli, Kärnä, & Poskiparta, 2011; Williford et al., 2013)"container-title":"International Jour-
nal of Behavioral Development","page":"405-411","volume":"35","issue":"5","source":"SAGE Jour-
nals","abstract":"In 2006, the Finnish Ministry of Education mandated our research group to develop 
an antibullying program for comprehensive schools. The new program, KiVa, includes both universal 
and indicated actions to reduce bullying. The present study reports the effects of KiVa on nine different 
forms of being bullied in a sample of 5,651 fourth to sixth graders from 78 schools (39 intervention, 39 
control. Moreover, the program influenced bystanders’ behaviors, students’ anti-bullying attitudes, and 
their empathy towards victimized peers (Kärnä, Voeten, Little, Poskiparta, Kaljonen, et al., 2011; 
Saarento, Boulton, & Salmivalli, 2015)237 youth from Grades 4-6 (10-12 years. The indicated actions 
appeared also an effective method in addressing emerging bullying cases (Garandeau, Poskiparta, & 
Salmivalli, 2014). In addition, KiVa  influenced overall student well-being by reducing internalizing 
problems and improving peer group perceptions (Williford et al., 2012)depression, and perception of 
peers in Grades 4–6. Furthermore, it was investigated whether reductions in peer-reported victimization 
predicted changes in these outcome variables. The study participants included 7,741 students from 78 
schools who were randomly assigned to either intervention or control condition, and the program 
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There were effects on teachers as well. After the intervention, teachers felt more competent to tackle 
bullying (Ahtola, Haataja, Kärnä, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 2012). Importantly, students in KiVa 
schools (again, as compared with control schools) started perceiving their teachers  as more disapprov-
ing of bullying (Saarento et al., 2015).

 The promising results encouraged the Ministry of Education to support the wide implementation 
of the program: consequently, all program materials and pre-implementation training were offered free 
of charge for all schools in Finland that registered as program users during 2009-2011. 

Scaling it up: Nationwide implementation in 2009–2011
 
 In general, when aiming for large-scale systematic implementation of an antibullying program, it 
is necessary to consider how to maximise reach (schools becoming aware of the program and the possi-
bility to implement it), uptake (schools deciding to adopt the program), implementation (schools actual-
ly delivering the program components) and sustainability (schools keeping up with program implemen-
tation over time). Reaching these goals can be enhanced by raising awareness on the importance of 
bullying prevention in general, and by gathering evidence on program effectiveness, by providing 
concrete manuals, guidelines, and training to deliver the actual program elements and, importantly, plan-
ning ongoing implementation support early on. 

 

 In Finland, the reach and uptake were very successful. Information letters about the program and 
the possibility to register were sent to all Finnish basic education schools, and the first 1400 schools 
started implementing KiVa in 2009.  Three years later, in 2011 the program was already adopted by as 
many as 92% of Finnish basic education schools. 

 During the three first years (2009, 2010, 2011) two pre-implementation training days were orga-
nized in all provinces of Finland. Each school was allowed to send 3-5 individuals from among their 
personnel to the training days, and we recommended that the participants will include principals, teach-
ers who will deliver Kiva lessons, and KiVa team members. The participants in the two days could be 
different. 

 The effectiveness study during the first year of nationwide implementation of KiVa program in 
2009–2010 further accumulated evidence of program effects (Kärnä, Voeten, Little, Poskiparta, Alanen, 
et al., 2011). Using a cohort-longitudinal design similar to Olweus’ evaluation of his program in 
Norway (Olweus & Alsaker, 1991), after nine months (one school year) of program implementation, 
both victimization and bullying were reduced compared with the initial levels. The effect sizes were 
now lower than during the randomized controlled trial, as could be expected. There was an average 
reduction of students bullying others as well as those being bullied of about 15%. Again, the effects 
were stronger in elementary than in middle schools, and they were strongest in grade four. Effects of 
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 reduction of students bullying others as well as those being bullied of about 15%. Again, the effects 
were stronger in elementary than in middle schools, and they were strongest in grade four. Effects of 
this magnitude, if generalized to the Finnish population of roughly 500,000 basic education students, 
would mean a reduction of approximately 7,500 bullies and 12,500 victimized students – during just 
one year of program implementation. After this initial year of nationwide implementation, we contin-
ued collecting data from both students and school personnel about program implementation as well as 
effects obtained.

 Figure 2 shows the changes in the proportion of students in Finnish KiVa schools (Grades 1-9) 
who a) are repeatedly bullied by others and b) repeatedly bully others. The “baseline” refers to the situa-
tion without KiVa was implemented, and the consecutive bars show the situation after the program had 
been implemented for one, two, three (and so forth) years.  

Figure 2: Proportion of students who are bullied and who bully others as a function of the time the 
school has implemented the Kiva program.  

Keeping it running: The challenge of sustainability

Programs that have proven to be effective should not remain as short-term projects, but instead be 
integrated into schools’ everyday practices. During the decade during which the KiVa program has now 
been available for Finnish schools, it has become evident that schools need support in their implementa-
tion efforts. Although many schools in Finland are very active and continue implementing the KiVa 
program with high quality, others decrease their efforts substantially as time goes by (Sainio et al., 
2018, see Figure 3). This is a risk especially when the schools do not have access to training, not enough 
resources to implement the program well, or little support from the principal.
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 Overall, it is important that resources are not used only to launch and evaluate evidence-based 
programs or policies, but also to support schools in implementation. Also initial training and support for 
schools should guide them in planning sustainability. 

 Our experience with KiVa has shown that implementation support in the form of newsletters, train-
ing, webinars, KiVa days (organized biennially in Turku for the schools implementing the program) and 
even consultation and support for individual schools are important in promoting sustainable, high-quality 
implementation. We have identified several factors that are important considering sustainable implementa-
tion, such as teacher beefs in program effectiveness, and principal support for anti-bullying work. I am 
happy to discuss these issues more in detail in the UAE meeting in the end of April.

Figure 3. Sainio et al. (2018) categorized schools into four groups based on the sustainability of
 implementing the KiVa antibullying program.


