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Introduction

Worldwide, over the past thirty years, bullying of young people is recognised increasingly as a cause of consider-
able concern to all those who have the welfare of our children at heart. The major reason for the concern and the 
need for action relates to the consequences for those involved in bullying, whether as victims, bullies or                    
bully-victims.  

The �indings of The World Health Organisation (2004) have helped greatly to raise the pro�ile of school bullying. 
While there is wide cross-cultural variation in the prevalence of bullying they highlighted that peer aggression and 
victimisation is “a signi�icant obstacle to healthy educational, social and emotional adjustment and that without 
intervention, the young people are likely to be trapped in a snowballing pattern of negative interactions with 
family, teachers, peers and romantic partners.” At that time there were only 35% of all young people between 
11-15 who were not involved in any �ighting, bullying and victimisation. Since then we have seen a signi�icant and 
worrying growth of cyberbullying. As more and more children own a smart device, giving them access to the inter-
net the risk of cyberbullying will undoubtedly increase. In Ireland, for example, we found, from a survey of 1,200 
eight to ten year olds, that 40% were talking to strangers online and many are playing over 18 video games contain-
ing violent or sexually inappropriate content (Cybersafe Ireland 2019).  While cyberbullying worldwide tends to 
be less prevalent than traditional bullying the ill-effects of cyberbullying tend to mirror those of traditional bully-
ing (WHO 2016).

Thus in order to meet the fundamental rights of every child to feel safe in and out of school and be spared the 
oppression and repeated, intentional humiliation and hurt caused by bullying, it is clear that policy makers world- 
wide need to invest in and not cut corners in tackling the problem of bullying in all its forms, whether traditional 
or cyber. To quote again the WHO, they are very much of the opinion that “upstream investments bring down 
stream results.” The scienti�ic meeting here to-day and to-morrow I believe re�lects this sentiment and as a result 
the UAE undoubtedly will reap the rewards. Thus in the coming years you should see yourselves enjoying a signi�i-
cantly lower prevalence of bullying than that which has been  afforded you to date(Penington2017). 

My focus to-day is on the Whole School Community Approach, because I believe it has more than any other tool the 
ability to help schools to better prevent, detect and deal with bullying in all its forms. In essence the aim of a whole 
school community approach is to promote among its members a culture, through shared values, beliefs and 
attitudes, which does not accept any form of bullying and harassment. Much bullying, especially cyberbullying, 
occurs outside of school hours with no safe haven. Thus it is crucial to capture the goodwill of those members of 
the school community who students come in contact with.  However, I am aware that there is only so much schools 
communities can do to change attitudes, values and behaviour in our young people. Additional steps are needed 
such as I addressed at an OECD scienti�ic meeting in collaboration with Norwegian Ministry of Education and 
Stavanger University (O’Moore, 2004). I hope to point out some of these steps later. 
Before expanding on my take of The Whole School Community Approach, let me run through quickly what I mean 
by school bullying and its consequences for the physical, social, emotional and educational adjustment of those 
involved which includes not only the  victims, bullies, cyber-bullies but also the passive bystanders.

What is school bullying?

School bullying, whether, traditional or cyber, is an aggressive and destructive form of behaviour which many 
children use to manage their relationships while at school. The negative behaviours are used to manipulate 
relationships so that they can meet their psychological needs which may be to control, to dominate, to gain                
attention, to vent their anger, to show off, to look cool or to gain status among their friends and those around them.
While there is no universal or agreed de�inition of school bullying it is generally agreed among the scienti�ic 
community that the behaviour is intentional and repeated over time. Also there is an imbalance of power, whether 
physical or psychological between the aggressor(s) and the victim(s).
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The repeated aggression that characterizes traditional bullying (face-to-face) can take the form of physical, verbal, 
relational, social, gesture, exclusion, and extortion. Cyberbullying in contrast to traditional bullying allows perpetra-
tors to reach their victims from anywhere on the planet and provides the sender with opportunities for anonymity 
and false identities. However, cyberbullying in contrast to traditional face to face bullying need not be repeated in 
order to be de�ined as bullying because a single message or image has the potential to be viewed inde�initely and by 
an in�inite number of individuals. However, it is important to distinguish cyber aggression from cyber bullying. 
Cyber aggression is when a message or image is sent directly to the intended person but refraining from using a 
public platform.

The most common cyber tactics are, sending mean, threatening and hurtful comments, or posting a mean and 
hurtful picture online, spreading rumours and creating a mean or hurtful webpage. The methods of perpetration are 
very varied but in our Irish studies we found females to be at a higher risk from social networking sites such as Snap-
chat whereas males are more at risk from platforms requiring more physical characteristics such as You Tube, 
multi-player online games and devices such as Xbox ( Foody et al.2017).   

The Ill-effects of Bullying

We have known for some time now that traditional victimisation can result in many different types of adjustment 
and health problems including loneliness, poor self-esteem, psychosomatic complaints and depression (Ladd,2005; 
O’Moore& Kirkham,2001; Hawker&Boulton,2000; Kumpulainen et al.2000). Also children who are victimised are 
unable to draw maximum bene�it from teaching and learning because not only are they unwilling to attend school 
but when in school so much of their energy is taken up with trying to feel safe (Boulton et al.2008,). Porta et al. 
(2007) showed very clearly the relationship between bullying and scholastic underachievement in more than 57 
countries. In addition, suicide ideation and suicide attempts have been associated with victimisation 
(O’Moore,2010; Roland,2002;Rigby&Slee,1999). Indeed Brain (1997) of the School of Biological Sciences at Universi-
ty of Wales is of the opinion that “a range of stressful consequences of victimisation can have a powerful effect upon 
the resistance to a whole range of metabolic and infectious diseases in our species”.

Children who bully

Children who bully have also been found to suffer general health and emotional problems. For example the World 
Health Organisation(2002)reported that  the General Health of those engaging in bullying behaviour was not as 
good as those not involved in bullying. Also Roland (2002) found depressive symptoms and suicidal thoughts among 
boys and girls who bully. A Finnish study tracking elementary children found that bullying in childhood is linked to 
social deviance during adolescence (Kumpulainen & Rasanan,2000). Indeed Kumpulainen (2008) concluded that 
“rarely does any single behaviour predict future problems as clearly as bullying does”. Support for this contention 
can be found in Cook et al.(2010). Of all the predictors of bullying they found externalising behaviour and other  
-related cognitions to be the strongest individual predictors. In respect of contextual factors they found peer in�lu-
ence and community factors to have the largest overall effect sizes(r= -.34 and -.22respectively).

Children who both bully and are bullied 

Researchers have been slow to distinguish those children who both bully and are bullied (bully-victims) from those 
who only bully (pure bullies) or who have been victimised only(pure victims). The fact that this distinction has not 
always been made means that the conclusions drawn from earlier studies which have reported on the antecedents 
and consequences of victimisation and bullying need to be treated with caution. One of the early studies to show the 
predictive value of the three distinct groups in relation to psychological outcomes was that of O’Moore and 
Hillery(1991). Using the Piers Harris Self-Concept Scale(Piers,1984) it was shown that victims who bullied had 
more unhealthy psychological qualities than pure victims. They behaved less well, they had poorer intellectual and 
school status, and above all they were less happy and satis�ied. Their teachers also rated them as having more adjust-
ment dif�iculties than pure victims. For example with the help of Rutter’s children’s behaviour questionnaire 50% of 
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victims who bullied frequently were found to have a conduct disorder as compared to 14.5 % of pure victims. 
Subsequent studies which have singled out the bully-victims from the pure victims and bullies have without 
exception shown bully-victims to experience the worst of both ‘victims’ and ‘bullies’. A meta-analytic investiga-
tion of the predictors of bullying and victimization in childhood and adolescence by Cook et al.(2010) found 
bully-victims to have the greatest number of risk factors. They describe the typical bully victim as “one who has 
co-morbid externalising and internalising problems, holds signi�icantly negative attitudes and beliefs about 
himself and others, is low in social competence, does not have adequate social problem-solving skills, performs 
poorly academically, and is not only rejected and isolated by peers but also negatively in�luenced by the peers 
with whom he or she interacts”.
Bystanders who witness bullying.
There are some important studies which have shown that witnessing bullying (without direct involvement) can be 
harmful also to our youth. It has been linked to increased feelings of anxiety, fear, helplessness, suicide ideation and 
even externalising issues such as substance abuse (e.g., Rivers, Poteat, Noret, & Ashurst, 2009; Rivers, & Norset, 
2013; Lambe et al.2017). A recent Irish Study of bullying also found that, being a bystander to bullying resulted in 
more psychological problems across the board for participants, especially when compared to individuals who did 
not witness any bullying. In distinguishing between witnesses who were just witnesses (e.g., I wouldn’t do 
anything) and those who could be considered defenders (I would try to help) indicated that  merely being a 
witness were associated with signi�icantly more depression and conduct problems compared to defenders (Foody 
et al. in preparation). Other recent research has suggested that defending can be a way for witnesses to regulate or 
cope with the negative emotions associated with seeing such events (Lambe et al., 2017). This may account for the 
differences observed here where purely witnessing appeared to indicate poorer mental health functioning 
compared to defending. 

Cyber-bullying

There is growing evidence to indicate that the consequences, whether victims, bullies and cyber-bullies for those 
involved in cyberbullying mirror those of traditional bullying(O’Moore,2014). However, it is to be expected that the 
outcome for victims will depend on the frequency, length and severity of the malicious acts. There is some evidence 
to suggest that the ill-effects are magni�ied the younger the victims are (Kowlaski et al.). It is also to be expected 
that social and emotional vulnerabilities that precede cyber-victimisation will be felt more strongly. 
While no one disputes the ill effects of cyberbullying there is some disagreement among the scienti�ic community 
as to whether the outcomes for cyber victimisation is greater or less than for traditional bullying. In this debate 
note needs to be taken of Hase et al(2015). They found that when they controlled for traditional bullying, bearing 
in mind that the majority of children who are victimised experience both online and of�line bullying(O’Moore, 
2013), they found that traditional bullying predicts more negative mental health outcomes than cyberbullying. 
However, there is certainty that being both cyber and traditionally bullied increases the risk of depression and 
loneliness (Gradinger et al.2009).  

Given the wide spread nature of ‘traditional’ bullying, the rapid growth of cyber-bullying and the very damaging 
and long-lasting psycho-somatic problems and suicide associated with both forms, there can be no room for 
complacency. The strong connection of ‘traditional’ and cyber-bullying, with the majority of young people engaged 
in both forms of bullying, means that schools cannot afford to concentrate on one form of bullying to the exclusion 
of another.

The Whole School Community Approach (WSCA)

The Whole School Approach to Bullying is in keeping with international best practice (Farrington&Tto�i, 2009). 
Quite apart from being guided by international research, I have �rst hand experience from Ireland that it works (O’Moore & Minton, 2005). It includes many 
different elements to it and extends to all members of a school community, i.e., school management, staff (teaching 
and non-teaching), students, parents and others associated with the school (bus drivers, traf�ic wardens, local 
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shop keepers). Critically it assists schools in moving beyond a crisis management approach to applying well 
thought out strategies of prevention and intervention at primary, secondary and tertiary level.

To achieve the aims and objectives of a Whole School Community Approach I have proposed four pillars of action 
(O’Moore,2013a). These are as follows:

1. Develop and implement policy and practice to consistently and effectively address bullying
2. Enhance understanding and competences among staff, students and parents and wider community so that they 
can better identify, prevent and deal with bullying

1. Developing/Revising/Reviewing the Anti-bullying Policy and Practices
The effectiveness of the whole school community approach to bullying and harassment is predicated on the publi-
cation of a well-designed policy. It is important to ensure that the school policy is explicit in its message that bully-
ing, traditional and cyber and all the grounds of harassment under the Equal Status Acts is unacceptable and will 
not be tolerated. A de�inition of bullying, both traditional and cyber must be reached and the school policy should 
apply to the whole school community, with all members expected to portray respectful behaviour. In de�ining 
cyberbullying it is important to distinguish between cyberbullying and a one- off act of cyber- aggression 
(O’Moore,2014)

 It is important also that the policy states the procedure which the school will follow when there is a complaint of 
bullying or cyber-bullying  by a student, parent, staff member or a member of the wider school community of bully-
ing which takes place in or out of school (O’Moore,2014; Smith,2014). The sanctions which may follow when a 
complaint of bullying is upheld should also be outlined.  Building awareness and consistent implementation of the 
school policy can only be achieved if all parents, students and staff are clear on the school’s procedures for prevent-
ing, detecting, reporting and responding to incidents of bullying. However, to enhance understanding of and 
commitment to the school policy and practices, they need to be developed in collaboration with all members of the 
school community (O’Moore, 2010; Ombudsman for Children’s Of�ice,2012). 

Schools need to be prepared also to respond appropriately to once off incidents, including the misuse of social 
media.  The policy should, therefore, take the opportunity to explain that bullying is a process by which children 
are constantly tested to see if they can be taken advantage of and so serve as a suitable victim.  For this reason it is 
important that every isolated inappropriate aggressive act is nipped in the bud. Any anti-bullying  policy or code of 
behaviour which makes provision for isolated acts of aggression in their de�inition will be afforded greater oppor-
tunities to address inappropriate aggression at an early stage before it escalates to a more serious and chronic level 
(O’Moore,2014). Early intervention also has the bene�it of identifying and providing early intervention for those 
most at risk of troublesome behaviour. 

In developing, reviewing, revising or renewing a school’s anti-bullying policy and practices it is important that the 
school community is invited to contribute to the process.  In allowing the staff (teaching and non-teaching) 
students, parents and representatives from the wider community to contribute to the process they will be more 
motivated to support it. To promote the school’s policy to all its members all available forms of communications, 
both off line and online should be used.

2.Building Key Understandings, Skills and Competences
Once a strong policy is in place it must be followed by developing the understandings and competences which will 
assist all members of the school community to prevent, identify and respond effectively to traditional and cyberbul-
lying behaviour.

Young people will need regular awareness raising programmes to help them understand what bullying is, the 
forms it can take and their damaging effects. Frequently overlooked, for example, and important for an understand-
ing of bullying are the participant roles (Samivalli 1996) and how changeable these roles can be (O’Moore,2012).
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 notably that they should apply the same standards of behaviour when online as in real life. They also need to under-
stand the risks and bene�its of responding to cyber-attacks. To seek social support from friends, peers, family and 
teachers, and to take a problem solving approach/assertive response is associated with more effective coping. 
Ineffective coping, on the other hand, is to take an aggressive stance or one that is passive and avoidant (Tokunga, 
2010). The legal consequences and risks of prosecution should also be made clear to young people. 
It is crucial that every opportunity is taken by adults in care of children to improve the skills of those who are 
involved in bullying, notably, social skills, empathy, moral reasoning, con�lict resolution skills and anger manage-
ment. 

To deliver on effective implementation strategies, schools and youth organisations will need to assess the capacity 
of their staff to deliver them. If necessary, professional development opportunities must be provided and links with 
external agencies and professionals must be made. 

Providing information for families has been shown to be a signi�icant factor in reducing the level of bullying among 
children ( Tto�i & Farrington, 2011). Given that cyber-bullying occurs more often outside of school or youth 
centres, developing parent’s understanding of cyber-bullying is crucial. It is important that parents strike a 
balance between supervising and monitoring their children’s internet use and promoting trust and self-discipline, 
especially as 64% of 9-16 year olds access the internet in their friend’s house (O’Neill et al, 2011) and have secre-
tive social networking accounts unknown to their parents. Parents and carers need to understand the positive and 
negative uses of the different modes of electronic communication such as websites, blogs, chat rooms and gaming 
and how they can support their children in responding to and reporting cyber-bullying. Comprehensive online 
courses are now available to support schools in their initiatives to tackle both traditional and cyber-bullying. See 
www.tacklingbullying.ie

3.Collaborative School-Family Community Relations

Schools must take leadership and include all members of their community in the responsibility to tackle cyberbul-
lying. However, one form of bullying should not be ignored for the sake of another. All members need to be empow-
ered to report incidents of bullying, to recognise that the problem lies with the aggressor and that the sooner the 
bullying is addressed the sooner it will stop. They need to know to whom to report and  they need also to be made  
aware of external agencies and organisations where they can seek information, advice, guidance and counselling if 
affected by bullying. Of all the members, parents are critical (Farrington and Tto�i,2009). Among the most powerful 
risk factors are violent and humiliating forms of discipline and attitudes that approve of violence in the home and 
the world outside Thus school staff need to: 

〈Ensure parents are aware of the school’s prevention and intervention strategies to tackle bullying;

〈Encourage parents to contact the school when they have concerns about bullying;

〈Contact parents when there are issues in relation to bullying and helping them deal with overcoming the dif�icul-
ties;

〈Provide training and communicate helpful resources to assist parents in preventing and dealing with bullying. For 
example, the digital divide which commonly exists between young people, parents and teachers can be closed with 
appropriate information and training; 

4.Supportive Social Environment

Positive relationships need to be built between staff, students and parents. When families feel connected to their 
schools the children are more likely to achieve academic success, to hold positive attitudes towards self and others, 
to refrain from bullying, to skip or drop out of school and to have fewer health problems (Bond et al, 2007). Of note, 
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Sourander et al. (2010) found that students who reported feeling uncared for by their teachers were at greater risk of 
being involved in cyber-bullying. 
Positive interactions can be facilitated by avoiding punitive approaches to indiscipline and bullying and instead 
apply restorative approaches such as the ‘No Blame Approach’ which promotes empathy in children as well as 
teaching them to take responsibility for their actions and to make good(Robinson &  Maines 1997). The poor level 
of peer intervention among children and teens when they are witness to cyber-bullying and  sexting requires both 
staff and parents to de-stigmatise seeking help and to encourage them to take a leadership role in discouraging 
bullying and supporting the victims of bullying. To promote active citizenship and have young people engage in 
respectful and compassionate behaviour requires staff, at all times, both in and out of class to lead by example, prac-
ticing what they preach.

Compliance.

To overcome any reluctance that schools may have to implement Anti-Bullying measures, it is to be recommended 
that an assessment of the effectiveness of individual schools be central to any whole school evaluation undertaken 
by the of�icial body inspecting schools. The elements should  include, a survey of pupil and parent attitudes to bully-
ing in and out of school, the level of absenteeism, drop-out rates, record keeping of bullying incidents and 
outcomes of interventions.

Conclusion.

Guided by the evidence to-date, it is evident that bullying is widespread among children worldwide and while tradi-
tional bullying is more prevalent, cyber-bullying is emerging as a growing problem with the legal framework often 
confusing ( Smith,2014; Spears et al.,2015). In view of the associated health and educational problems, society, 
schools, teachers, parents and young people will need to work together to prevent and counter  bullying. Schools 
are well placed to help in this process. In building a whole school/school wide community approach they can reach 
out to parents, young people, staff and the wider community to develop understanding and skills, social compe-
tence and active citizenship to prevent, identify and respond to both traditional and cyber bullying behaviours, 
which are so prevalent in our society to-day. However, this is not to overlook the need for additional Government 
led interventions to secure the following: 
 −Integrate ‘Understanding Bullying’ into Teacher Education at Pre-service and In-Service Teacher Training Levels.
− Integrate ‘Understanding of Bullying’ into Primary and Health Care Education
− Community Sport Clubs & Youth Clubs/Councils, e.g., Ireland’s Local Authorities Comhairle na nO� g
− Create a national media campaign
− Establish a National Advisory Centre/Commissioner for e-Safety
− Promote Data Collection and Research
− Promote/Reform legislation to Deal Effectively with School Bullying to avoid unnecessary criminalization of 
young people.

Success in countering school bullying will depend on the strength of political will. However, we need to be mindful 
that as stated by the Norwegian Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik  at the OECD Conference on Bullying in 
School (2004),

“authorities, education and labour organisations or the public at large will never have the power to ensure that bully-
ing is completely eradicated. We could never create such an environment. But we can create an attitude of zero toler-
ance. We can help to generate greater openness on this sensitive subject. We can give schools and workplaces the 
knowledge they need, and offer them tools for preventing and coping with bullying. Countermeasures will need to be 
entrenched in the individual institution, rooted in an understanding of what bullying is and fuelled by the motivation 
to be active to prevent it”. 
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