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Introduction
“Bullying” or “Peer Abuse” has become internationally recognized as an issue that impacts the overall 
wellbeing and development of children.  It has been categorized as one of the dimensions of Child 
Protection and an issue that needs to be addressed in the context of Children’s Rights (Buck, 2005).  In 
order to properly recognize the problem and effectively address the issue it is essential that those tasked 
with child protection have an agreed definition of what constitutes “Bullying”. Achieving consensus on 
a definition has not always been easy.  Some communities, including those in the United Kingdom and 
the Ireland, have recognized the importance of involving children and young people, parents and school 
staff in agreeing the definition.  It has been found that a community will secure greater ownership for a 
policy and its strategies to tackle “Bullying” when it is involved in their development (Smith, Cowie, 
Olafsson, Liefooghe, 2002). It is also important to ensure that any agreed definition is made accessible, 
not only to those involved in education, but also to the children, young people and their parents.
“Bullying” as a behavior is, of course not confined to children and young people but can also impact 
adults.  The generally agreed definition on the wider community level is along the lines of: "Behaviour 
by an individual or group, usually repeated over time, that intentionally hurts another individual or 
group either physically or emotionally". Although this, it has been agreed, provides a good beginning to 
developing a definition for “Bullying” among children and young people it is somewhat broad and can 
be difficult to identify in practice (Olweus, Limber, Mihalic, 1999). It is essential that any definition be 
easily understood by all.  Unfortunately, there are a wide range of definitions being used by academics, 
educators and law enforcement that often create confusion and debate rather that provide clarity.  Some 
examples of these definition include:

“Bullying” is a form of proactive aggression in which the “Bullying” is unprovoked, and the “Bully” 
initiates the “Bullying” behaviour”. (Dodge and Coie, 1987).
Another is:

 “Bullying” involves an imbalance of power between the “Bully” and the victim, is intentionally harmful 
and occurs repetitively. (Olweus et al., 1999)
The United States Government document “stopbullying” provides the following very clear definition:

“Bullying” is unwanted, aggressive behaviour among school aged children that involves a real or 
perceived power imbalance. The behaviour is repeated, or has the potential to be repeated, over time.” 
(Timken, 2012).
“Bullying” has two components that make it different from other forms of aggressive or unwelcome 
interactions between children and young people.  Firstly, “Bullying” is a repetitive behaviour and 
involves several incidents that occur over a period. Secondly, “Bullying” involves an imbalance of 
power between the aggressor and the victim.  This imbalance may not necessarily be physical but might 
involve a range of factors such as popularity, intelligence or social status.

Having said all this we also need to realise that “Bullying”, as a child protection issue, can have a range 
of complicated causal factors.  These factors might include family issues such as marriage breakdown, 
domestic violence and economic difficulties as well as abusive and unhealthy relationships. These 
factors may result in an individual child or young person becoming either a victim or an aggressor in the 
context of “Bullying”. It should also be remembered that roles can also change! In fact, not all victims 
of “Bullying” remain victims throughout their time at school and not all bullies play the role of “Bully” 
their entire time in school. One study carried out in a middle school showed that 87% of students 
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Clearly the first essential step in the development of a multi-agency response to the issue of “Bullying” is 
the formulation of an agreed definition which is clear, concise and practical.

Collectively as a community, how can we effectively address “Bullying”? 
An important finding of research into how to address “Bullying” in schools is that “Bullying” must be 
recognised as a social relationship problem. Social relationships exist within communities therefore any 
policy to prevent “Bullying” must involve efforts to improve the various levels of social functioning in the 
context of the community.  Development of a good, community based, policy on the issue of “Bullying” 
must therefore take account of the views of students, school staff, parents and the larger community 
(Morrison, 2007).  In this respect a four-level approach is often considered the most beneficial.  This 
inclusive type of approach puts ownership and responsibility on those who play the most significant roles 
in developing good social relationships and who can therefore most effectively address the issue of 
“Bullying” (Fekkes, Pijpers, Verloove-Vanhorick, 2005).  There is little that Government bodies and 
outside agencies can do, at the practical level, other than to provide assistance to the community to develop 
intervention strategies.

Level 1 - Peer Interventions

Children/Students should be fully aware of the issue of “Bullying”.  The subject should be brought into the 
open where it can be discussed among the students and where all are aware of the harmful consequences 
of the behavior not only to those who are potential victims but to the “Bully”, his/her family and friends 
(Farrington, 1993). 

Children/Students should be taught that even if they’re not involved in doing the “Bullying” themselves, 
simply watching an incident, without doing something about it, makes them involved. It is important for 
all children to realise the role they play in helping “Bullying” to continue if they fail to do something about 
it when they see or know about it happening.

Level 2 – Parental/Family Interventions

Research has shown very clearly that Children learn behaviours from those around them such as parents, 
siblings and caregivers. As children grow older the behaviour’s they have copied from parents begin to 
form their own individual personality.  Parents need to acknowledge these facts when it comes to 
preventing the problem of “Bullying”. It is important that parents are fully aware of the issue of 
“Bullying” and to be able to recognise when a child may be the victim or even a perpetrator of “Bullying” 
and to know how to respond.  The fact that many parents will not admit that their child is involved in 
“Bullying” makes the situation even more difficult to address (Rutter, Tizard, Whitmore,1970).

 So what can parents do? Some suggestions in this respect include: 

− Choose words and actions wisely.

− Think of their home as their children’s first and most influential classroom and therefore think about 
what they want their children to learn about human interactions and behaviours. If they see aggressive or 
violent behaviour being used by someone to get what they want, they will learn this behaviour too.  If, on 
the other hand, they are taught respect for others, that dispute can be resolved in more amicable ways and 
that aggression and violence impact negatively on everyone, they are more likely to be more tolerant, 
understanding and diplomatic.
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- Access to Television, movies and media should be carefully controlled. Parents should realise that 
television has a huge impact on the learned behaviour of their children.  What they see they are likely to 
copy.     

- Every behaviour a child witnesses is teaching them something about how they should behave.  Even tone 
of voice, facial expressions and/or physical reactions will have some impact on their learning and 
development.  

- Parents need to acknowledge that they are their children’s first and most influential teachers. This is 
closely followed by siblings and other children.  If parents are serious about preventing “Bullying” they 
need to learn to be careful about what they say and do.  They need to be proactive about what behaviours 
they want their children to learn (Mahoney, 2012).  It is a sad reality that in many homes violence and 
aggression are accepted ways of solving problems. The relation between children observing violence at 
home and becoming involved in “Bullying” is undeniable. 

- Parents that want to stop “Bullying” must first ensure the conditions for teaching “Bullying” to their 
children are not present in their homes. This means being taught that using aggression is not a way to 
solve problems in the home environment. It may be necessary for some parents to learn better ways to 
deal with their own anger.  It’s also critical for parents to ensure that children, particularly younger 
children, do not have unlimited access to violent video games, TV shows and movies.

- Parents should view schools and teachers as their companions in the education of their children and not 
as adversaries or opponents.  Sadly, it is often the case that, parents become overly defensive of their own 
children and either view schools as adversaries when a child is accused of “Bullying” or as weak and 
unsupportive when their child is a victim of “Bullying”.  Any policy must seek to ensure that both parents 
and teachers, homes and schools, are encouraged and taught to work together. It should never be assumed 
that this expectation is a given.  Parents sometimes do not fully appreciate or understand the school’s 
expectations for norms in behaviour and inclusive values. This imbalance must be addressed.   

Nothing should be assumed by schools in the context of parents understanding the issue of “Bullying” 
and its consequences.  Schools, as part of their social responsibilities should offer opportunities for 
parents to learn how best to support schools in achieving safe learning environments for children.  This 
learning must include both sides of the issue: support for those who are victims of “Bullying” and 
interventions for those engaged in “Bullying”.     

Parents should also be given information about how to listen to and communicate with their children, how 
to notice shifts in behaviour that may be caused by “Bullying”, and to ensure that siblings are not 
“Bullying” one another. 

The maximum impact in addressing the issue of “Bullying” will only be achieved with the assistance, 
cooperation, collaboration and input of parents.
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Level 3 – School Interventions

The role of the school is to provide an appropriate education for all its pupils. A stable, secure learning 
environment is an essential requirement to achieve this goal. Bullying behaviour, by its very nature, 
undermines and dilutes the quality of education. Research shows that bullying can have short and 
long-term effects on the physical and mental well-being of pupils, on engagement with school, on 
self-confidence and on the ability to pursue ambitions and interests (Scheuermann, Hall, 2008). 

There are many things that schools can to do address “Bullying”.  The first is to ensure an environment 
exists where the subject of “Bullying”, rather than being “taboo” is openly discussed and recognised as 
an antisocial and unhealthy behaviour.  The second it to ensure that children can feel safe to speak up and 
tell when they are concerned without fear of criticism or repercussions. Clearly a safe school environment 
is critical before children will feel comfortable speaking up in order to stop “Bullying” and in reporting 
incidents they see. This safe school climate is the responsibility of adults to create. Part of this task 
requires adults to identify and then dismantle the peer groups doing the “Bullying”. This can be 
accomplished through parent discussions and in-class interventions. Efforts directed at the “Bully” 
ring-leader such as anger management training and other methods to help them direct their efforts in other 
directions can also be effective (Safe To Learn, 2008).  Sometimes it will be necessary to identity if there 
is an underlying problem in the life of the person doing the “Bullying”.  The “Bullying” behaviour may 
be a reaction to something else such as abuse, family issues or even a mental health issue (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2000).

Individual teachers must be taught to realise that “Bullying” is not always easily visible and that they may 
not easily identify instances of “Bullying” among the students in their class.  They need to be aware that 
“Bullying” is a significant reality in most schools and in most classrooms and that rates of “Bullying” can 
in some places be particularly high.  

The real question for teachers is not whether “Bullying” is happening in their classrooms (it is) but how 
they should go about addressing the issue in a problem solving and preventative manner.  It is at this point 
that a good national Strategy supported by Government Policy and clear guidelines becomes so useful.  
These guidelines for teachers and school staff might include practical sessions addressing the subjects of 
good attitudes and behaviours towards others. In such a session it could be made explicitly clear that 
“Bullying” is not respectful and will not be tolerated, that “Bullying” has harmful consequences for both 
the victim and the “Bully”, that it expected that students as  good citizens will help those who are victims 
of “Bullying”, and that it’s the job, not only of teachers but all in a school to make everyone else feel safe.  

As part of their professional role teachers are expected to learn about the dynamics in their classroom.  
This knowing includes being aware of who are the popular students and who are not so popular, and the 
reasons for it.  They should know who the leaders are, as there always will be leaders, in the classroom 
and who are the followers.  They should be particularly aware of those who are unpopular and left out in 
the group dynamics and be willing and ready to address the reasons for this.
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Level 4 – Community Interventions

Involving the whole community in the development of “Bullying” prevention policies and strategies 
ensures that not only the students and staff in schools but that also parents and the larger community work 
towards a set of shared goals.  In the community context these “goals” should include the concepts of 
kindness, inclusion, tolerance and acceptance. This approach might begin with parent education and 
move to having the local community more involved in the life of the school.  Having schools becoming 
involved in the community provides greater opportunity for sustained change in overall attitude and 
behaviour. 

In today’s technological world the role of social media, online gaming, movies etc. must not be 
underestimated or ignored.  There is substantive evidence that that access to portrayals of violence, real or 
enacted, playing violent video games, and unhealthy interactions on social media leads to increased 
aggressive behaviour and thoughts as well as significant decrease in positive social values and behaviours. 
Again, it is the responsibility of adults: parents, teachers and in the community to reduce children’s 
exposure to such violence and media (Olweus, 2005).

Strong community involvement is very important for every aspect of school life, not only in addressing 
antisocial issues but in many other aspects of the development of the children.  Every community wants 
to have good citizens and as children are the citizens of tomorrow should be helped and supported by the 
community to reach the goal of being tomorrows good citizens. Community leaders can play an important 
part in this involvement.  They could be involved in speaking in schools on a range of topics including 
“Bullying” prevention.  Local community police, firefighters, athletes, musicians and businesses can be 
active in supporting anti- “Bullying” activities. Those considered VIP’s have also an important role to 
play in this community activity and can set a very attractive standard in spreading the messages and 
attracting even more community or civic participation in support of children parents and schools. Holding 
“anti-Bullying” events can be a good method of bringing communities together in raising the issue.  

Local communities can also support individual schools in the development and delivery of 
“anti-Bullying” programs.  Such support could be in the form of simply making donations of food, giving 
cash to cover a campaign’s banner printing costs, offering raffle prizes or auction items, and providing 
free space for an event.

What is the role of the law makers, and law enforcement (government/ non-government 
bodies) in achieving child protection?  
According to 2013 research more than 28% of students aged 12-18 are bullied at school and an 
ever-increasing number are being “cyberbullied” outside of school. 

Although traditionally in itself, the concept of “Bullying” has not been seen, legislated for or treated, as 
a criminal act, it has long been a concern for many in the police and criminal justice agencies 
internationally.  Clearly some “Bullying” behaviours may be illegal and in themselves constitute criminal 
offences. For example, “Bullying” may involve various kinds and degrees of physical assault, theft, 
robbery, extortion, blackmail, or threatening. Some children who “Bully” are at risk of engaging in other 
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illegal, criminal or antisocial behaviours that may come to the attention of Police. Children and young 
people who “Bully” others are more likely than those who don’t “Bully” to get into fights, vandalize 
property, steal, and carry weapons; drop out of school; use alcohol, cigarettes, and drugs (Kumpulainen, 
Räsänen,2000). Research also suggests that those who “Bully” are at higher risk of becoming involved in 
antisocial and criminal behaviour later in life.  This is particularly true in cases of domestic violence and 
intimate partner violence. 

In the United Kingdom the Children Act 1989 requires that incidents of bullying should be addressed as 
a child protection issue when there is ‘reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering, or is likely 
to suffer, significant harm. Such concerns are required to be reported to the member of staff in school 
responsible for child protection and then reported to the local authority’s children’s social services.
 law in the UK requires that police be informed when bullying cases involve violence or assault; theft; 
harassment and intimidation over a period of time including calling someone names or threatening 
them, making abusive phone calls, and sending abusive emails or text messages (one incident is not 
normally enough to get a conviction); and anything involving hate crimes. Some jurisdictions have 
legislation on “Harassment” the definition of which can include incidents of “Bullying”.  In recent 
reviews of School action in cases of bullying across the United Kingdom it has been suggested that 
Schools often do not report to the police even in cases involving significant violence.  This is an issue 
that needs to be addressed in the development of policy. 
When a police investigation identifies that a criminal offence may have been committed the matter can 
be referred for criminal prosecution.  In the UK and Ireland children under the age of 10 years cannot 
be prosecuted for a criminal offence but can be referred for social services intervention.  Some 
jurisdiction also have the legal concept of “Injunctions” that involve application for a court order that 
seeks to address a continuing problem behaviour. 
Across the European Union states are required to put in place legislation that incorporates into law the 
“European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms”.  All Public 
Authorities must act in compliance with the Convention to ensure the upholding of human rights and 
freedoms.  A victim of bullying may take legal action against a public authority, including schools, who 
actions are incompatible with the Convention.  

There are 2 rights which can be related to children who are “Bullied”:
Article 3 ECHR which states: ‘No one shall be subjected to torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment 
or punishment’. Where a school consistently fails to protect a child from bullying by another child or a 
teacher, this could constitute a failure to uphold a child’s right under Article 3. 

Article 8 ECHR states: ‘Everyone  has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his 
correspondence’. Some instances of bullying may infringe a child’s right to respect for private life.  

What are the best practices/evidence-based anti-“Bullying” nationwide policy approaches practiced in 
Ireland/England? 

The United Kingdome issued a policy advice document entitled “Preventing and tackling bulling” in 
2017.  The document can be accessed at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62
3895/Preventing_and_tackling_bullying_advice.pdf
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The definition of “Bullying” used in the National Policy for Preventing and Tackling “Bullying” in the 
United Kingdom is:

“Bullying is behaviour by an individual or group, repeated over time, that intentionally hurts another 
individual or group either physically or emotionally. Bullying can take many forms (for instance, 
cyber-bullying via text messages, social media or gaming, which can include the use of images and video) 
and is often motivated by prejudice against particular groups, for example on grounds of race, religion, 
gender, sexual orientation, special educational needs or disabilities, or because a child is adopted, in care 
or has caring responsibilities. It might be motivated by actual differences between children, or perceived 
differences.”

This document effectively provides both a policy document for schools and communities on the issue of 
“Bullying” and provides advice on how the matter is to be addressed.

Ireland have taken a similar approach and in 2013 published a document entitled “Anti-Bullying 
Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools”.  The document can be accessed at: 
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Po
st-Primary-Schools.pdf

The definition of “Bullying” used in the Irish National Anti-“Bullying” Procedures adopted in Ireland  is:

“Unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical conducted by an individual or group 
against another person (or persons) and which is repeated over time.  The following types of bullying 
behaviour are included in this non-exhaustive definition: (i) deliberate exclusion, malicious gossip and 
other forms of relational bullying; (ii) cyber-bullying; and (iii) identity-based bullying such as 
homophobic bullying, racist bullying, bullying based on a person’s membership of a specific  community 
and bullying of those with disabilities or special educational 

needs”.

Both the United Kingdom and the Irish Policy and Advice documents assert that School-based bullying 
can be positively and firmly addressed.  They then go on to set out a range of school-based measures and 
strategies through which members of the school community can be enabled to act effectively in dealing 
with “Bullying”  behaviour. They take account of the fact that home and community factors play a role 
both in the cause and in the prevention of “Bullying”.  The importance of reinforcing positive behaviours 
is clearly stated along with the need to firmly address the unacceptable behaviours that constitute 
“Bullying”. The importance of the role played by parents and pupils is recognised and included.  Each 
school is required to create and implement a policy that clearly states that school’s approach to preventing 
and tackling the issue of “Bullying”. Such should be designed to act as the cornerstone for countering 
“Bullying” across both the school and the wider community.
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