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Abstract

Background: Bullying among children and adolescents is a public health concern; victimisation is
associated with psychological and physical health problems. The purpose of this study is to examine

temporal trends in bullying victimisation among school-aged children in Europe and North America.

Methods: Data were obtained from cross-sectional self-report surveys collected as part of the Health
Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study from nationally representative samples of 11, 13
and 15 year olds, from 33 countries and regions which participated in the 2001/02, 2005/06 and
2009/10 surveys. Responses from 581, 838 children were included in the analyses. Binary logistic

regression was used for the data analyses.

Results: The binary logistic regression models showed significant decreasing trends in occasional and
chronic victimisation between 2001/02 and 2009/10 across both genders in a third of participating
countries. One country reported significant increasing trends for both occasional and chronic

victimisation. Gender differences in trends were evident across many countries.

Conclusion: Overall, while still common in many countries, bullying victimisation is decreasing. The

differences between countries highlight the need to further investigate measures undertaken in

countries demonstrating a downward trend.
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Introduction

Bullying is a worldwide health problem among children and adolescents; a subject which has
demanded much attention due to its detrimental and enduring consequences®. Bullying is defined
as intentional harmful behaviour, carried out repeatedly, against an individual who is unable to
defend themselves?. Extensive research has demonstrated a number of negative outcomes
associated with experiencing bullying, including psychological maladjustment®*, psychosomatic
health problems* and suicide®. Moreover, bullying perpetration and victimisation were found to be
associated with various risk behaviours such as drinking, illegal substance use and smoking®’. Given
the severe and universal nature?, it is imperative bullying be understood cross-nationally so that

lessons may be learnt from countries successful at reducing bullying.

The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study® provides a unique opportunity to
compare bullying victimisation, of varying extents, over time and across different countries. The
present study examines temporal trends in bullying victimisation across 33 countries and regions
from the last 3 cycles of the HBSC study. This current paper extends and compliments previous
research examining temporal trends in bullying by including more countries in the analysis and
extending the time frame'®. The present study aims to identify countries in which bullying
victimisation has increased or decreased over an 8 year period, serving as a basis for policy
interpretation, particularly around social policies influencing bullying behaviours among school-aged

children.



Methods

Sample

The HBSC study collects data every four years from nationally representative samples of 11-, 13- and
15-year old children, using anonymous self-report questionnaires administered in school®. This
paper used HBSC data collected from 33 countries and regions in 2001/02, 2005/06 and 2009/10.

The total sample size for the current study was 581,838 children.

Measures

Victimisation from bullying was assessed using the question “How often have you been bullied at
school in the past couple of months?”; with the response options ‘I have not been bullied at school
in the past couple of months’, ‘It has only happened once or twice’, ‘2-3 times a month’, ‘About once
a week’ and ‘Several times a week’. The measure was preceded by a preamble, developed by

Olweus!?, which defines the concept of bullying.

Victimisation was divided into two levels: occasional victimisation (once or more in the last couple of
months) and chronic victimisation (2-3 times a month or more). Binary outcomes were created
based on the responses given to the questions where occasional was defined as ‘once or more’ vs.
‘never’, and chronic was defined as ‘2 or more times a month’ vs. ‘twice or less in the past couple of
months’. Binary outcomes were created in line with an existing paper examining temporal trends in

bullying® which this study builds on.

Statistical analyses

Data analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 20. Socioeconomic status (SES) was
measured using the HBSC Family Affluence Scale!? and all three age categories were aggregated into
a single age group. Binary logistic regressions models were used to indicate the significance of the

observed trend. Models were run for each country and by gender controlling for age group and SES.



Results

Overall, occasional victimisation has decreased from 33.5% in 2001/02 to 29.2% in 2009/10. Table 1
presents the percentage of occasional victimisation by gender across countries and over time. In
total, 11 out of 33 countries demonstrated statistically significant decreasing trends in occasional
victimisation for both genders; including Croatia, Denmark and Portugal. Additionally, England,
Norway and Spain reported lower rates of bullying victimisation in 2009/10 compared to 2001/02
for both boys and girls; however these countries did not show consistent downward trends across
the three surveys. A number of countries only presented statistically significant decreasing trends
for either boys or girls; Ukraine, for example, reported a statistically significant decrease of 6.8% for
occasional victimisation among boys, but a non-significant 2.8% decrease among girls. Of the 33
countries, French Belgium and Finland reported significant increasing trends in occasional

victimisation for both genders.

Decreases were also reported in chronic victimisation for both genders from 12.7% in 2001/02 to
11.3% in 2009/10. Three out of the 33 countries - Denmark, Italy and Netherlands - demonstrated
decreasing trends in chronic victimisation from 2001/02 to 2009/10 (Table 2). Spain and Lithuania
also reported lower rates of chronic bullying for both boys and girls in 2009/10 compared with
2001/02, but this was not a trend observed over the three surveys. As with occasional victimisation,
many countries only presented significant trends for either boys or girls. Among boys alone, chronic
victimisation decreased significantly in six countries (Croatia, England, Germany, Norway, Sweden
and USA) and increased in four (Austria, France, Hungary and Scotland). Among girls alone, there
was a significant decreasing trend in three countries (Greenland, Lithuania and Macedonia). Of the
33 countries only French Belgium reported a significant increasing trend in chronic victimisation for

both genders.

Statistically significant increases were noticeable for occasional and chronic victimisation for one

country only (French Belgium) for both genders from 2001/02 to 2009/10. Overall, decreases were



visible in occasional and chronic victimisation across both genders in Denmark, Italy and Netherlands

only from 2001/02 to 2009/10.

In both occasional and chronic victimisation, the largest change was reported by Greece. Greece
reported a 24.1 percentage point decrease (down from 51.7% in 2005/06 to 27.6% in 2009/10) for
occasional victimisation, and a 14.4 percentage point decrease for chronic victimisation (down from
22.9% in 2005/06 to 8.5% in 2009/10). While a number of other countries presented a similar trend
of increasing between 2001/02 and 2005/06 followed by a decrease in 2009/10, these changes were

not as dramatic as in Greece.



Discussion

Bullying victimisation remains a common occurrence in most countries that took part in this study,
with just under a third of children in the sample reporting occasional victimisation and
approximately 1 in 8 children reporting chronic victimisation. Encouragingly, for both genders, there
is a slight but significant decrease in occasional and chronic victimisation between 2001/02 and

2009/10 in a third of participating countries.

Despite the decreasing trend of bullying victimisation in around a third of the countries, many other
countries do not present consistent downward trends but instead fluctuate. Flemish Belgium,
Canada, Finland, Poland, Spain and Switzerland reported significant decreases in chronic
victimisation for boys and girls between 2001/02 — 2005/06 but then demonstrated significant
increases between 2005/06 — 2009/10. Alternatively, a number of countries show increases from
2001/02 — 2005/06 followed by decreases between 2005/06 — 2009/10; with Greece demonstrating

this trend most prominently.

In contrast to previous findings'’, in most countries where significant changes were reported in
occasional or chronic victimisation from 2005/06 to 2009/10, they were larger among boys than
girls. Moreover, gender differences in temporal trends are prominent; a number of countries
present significant trends in occasional or chronic victimisation for only one of the genders.
Speculatively, these may reflect on the cultural conceptualisation of bullying, as well as social
acceptability of gendered behaviours. For example, England reported a significant decreasing trend
for both occasional and chronic victimisation among boys but not girls. Within England the term
bullying is most strongly associated with severe physical aggression and fighting and least associated
with social exclusion®®. This cultural conceptualisation of bullying based on predominantly male

behaviour may impact upon the bullying behaviours addressed in school*.



This study utilised a large cross-national dataset which allows for unique examinations of temporal
trends in bullying victimisation, however there are some limitations to this study. Translational
issues are a limitation of cross national data; the term bullying often cannot be readily translated
into other languages and could be understood differently across cultures'®. Such cultural variations
in the conceptualisation of bullying may explain country differences in prevalence of bullying!3. The
HBSC survey instruments however, are subject to a rigorous translational process to minimise these
potential discrepancies®. In the past decade cyberbullying, bullying through electronic devices such
as mobile phones and computers, has become recognised as another form of bullying. It must be
noted that the measure used in the HBSC surveys did not explicitly refer to cyberbullying;
consequently the prevalence rates may reflect only traditional forms of bullying and not

cyberbullying.

In conclusion, this paper has demonstrated decreasing trends in bullying victimisation among boys
and girls across a third of participating countries; with few countries reporting increasing trends in
bullying victimisation. While these results are positive, it is important to acknowledge that
victimisation is still a fairly common harmful experience for a number of school-aged children and
that continued effort should be made to further reduce bullying. Moreover, substantial variations
still exist across countries and the inconsistency of country trends raises important implications for
policy development and evaluation. Firstly the inconsistency in direction emphasises the importance
continuity in national policy to maintain consistent trajectories; implementing policy until declines
are reported is inadequate, a continued effort is necessary to maintain the decreasing trend.
Secondly, the gender differences in significant trends suggest gender-specific programmes may be a
useful tool in addressing the gender differences presented in the current paper. Thirdly, those
countries which report consistent downward trends in bullying victimisation can guide and inform

other countries in their bid to decrease bullying further.
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Keypoints

In the academic year 2009/10 a third of school children in Europe and North America reported
they had been victims of bullying in the previous two months.
There are large variations in bullying victimisation across countries.

Bullying victimisation is declining in a third of countries involved in the analyses.
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Tables

Table 1: Trends in prevalence of being bullied once or more at school in the past couple of months

by gender, country and survey year?®

Being bullied

Country

Austria

Belgium (Flemish)
Belgium (French)
Canada

Croatia

Czech Republic
Denmark
England

Estonia

Finland

France

Germany

Greece
Greenland
Hungary

Ireland

Italy

Latvia

Boys %
2001/

02

47.7
32.8
50.5
38.4
28.4
17.2
313
38.1
46.5
27.1
34.3
39.5
26.4
40.5
22.7
28.8
31.0

52.3

2005/

06

45.7
25.1
56.2
35.6
21.2
17.0
243
30.3
48.2
27.4
333
35.7
51.8
49.1
24.2
26.7
26.2

50.3

2009/ p
10

45.0 ns
31.2 ns
59.7 .000
36.4 ns
18.2 .000
16.0 ns
19.9 .000
27.0 .000
43.6 ns
32.6 .000
34.1 ns
315 .000
29.3 .019
39.6 ns
29.2 .000
284 ns
13.8 .000
47.8 ns

Girls %
2001/

02

41.2
27.7
33.6
37.0
20.8
14.9
321
34.8
42.4
21.0
36.0
33.8
22.5
45.9
23.8
23.6
25.4

44.8

2005/

06

36.0
22.4
39.0
34.7
18.8
15.5
24.9
26.8
42.7
22.0
35.1
32.9
51.7
52.4
26.1
25.2
18.3

46.5

2009/ p
10

35.9 .005
28.2 ns
42.5 .000
37.9 ns
15.9 .000
15.1 ns
20.0 .000
28.1 .000
38.3 ns
28.6 .000
33.9 ns
28.5 .000
25.9 .003
36.0 .010
25.1 .011
26.2 ns
8.4 .000
45.5 ns

14



Lithuania
Macedonia
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Russia
Scotland
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Ukraine
USA

Wales

acontrolled age and social class

ns = non-significant

65.0

30.6

32.2

35.0

33.2

55.6

40.4

27.8

21.8

27.5

15.2

42.3

50.0

35.6

28.6

56.4

30.6

28.3

29.5

31.2

46.2

355

26.6

27.2

16.0

15.7

41.5

49.4

29.9

30.1

55.2

26.0

26.8

27.6

31.7

43.8

37.6

23.8

21.8

18.0

12.4

39.2

43.2

28.4

29.7

.000

.003

.001

.000

ns

.000

.039

.022

ns

.000

.009

.023

.000

.000

ns

63.6

25.0

27.3

29.7

27.3

44.0

35.1

30.1

23.0

24.7

14.7

38.7

48.1

32.6

30.6

56.2

21.0

253

23.1

21.3

37.5

34.3

26.3

22.3

11.4

13.6

34.3

50.4

29.1

31.7

52.8

16.1

22.6

25.3

213

31.9

36.3

23.3

19.0

10.8

12.4

33.4

45.3

27.4

26.7

.000

.000

.002

.002

.000

.000

ns

.003

ns

.000

ns

.000

ns

.000

.015

Table 2: Trends in prevalence of being bullied at least two or three times at school in the past couple

of months by gender, country and survey year®
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Being bullied

Country

Austria

Belgium (Flemish)

Belgium (French)

Canada

Croatia

Czech Republic

Denmark
England
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Greenland
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Lithuania
Macedonia

Netherlands

Boys %
2001/

02

19.5
13.8
19.8
l6.4

11.7

11.4
14.4
21.7
104
134
15.2
9.3

22.1
5.7

10.2
121
23.7
36.4
11.8

11.3

2005/

06

19.6
9.4
22.1
15.2
9.4
6.3
8.3
10.8
23.9
9.1
13.9
14.9
23
23
6.3
10.0
10.1
23.4
28
12.0

9.7

2009/ p
10

21.6 .048
12.0 ns
27.8 .000
16 ns
7.5 .001
5.4 ns
6.6 .000
9 .000
20.5 ns
11.5 ns
14.8 .023
10.6 .000
9.4 ns
18.1 ns
8.7 .000
10.9 ns
4.8 .000
20.5 ns
28.5 .000
10.6 ns
8.4 .010

Girls %
2001/

02

13.5
10.1
11.5
14.4
6.9

5.5

111
11.6

15.7

12.9
111
6.7
26.5
6.4
6.5
8.5
16.2
32.3
9.5

8.7

2005/

06

121
8.3
11.9
13.1
7.4
4.8
7.8
8.7
19.2
6.9
13.3
12.9
22.9
24.9
6.7
7.3
6.6
19.3
26.5
6.5

7.3

2009/ p
10

134 ns
10.5 ns
16.5 .000
14.9 ns
6.2 ns
5.1 ns
6.1 .000
9.9 ns
16.1 ns
10.2 .002
13.2 ns
9.8 ns
7.7 ns
13.9 .000
6.4 ns
6.9 ns
2.9 .000
18.1 .008
23.4 .000
53 .000
6.8 .046
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Norway
Poland
Portugal
Russia
Scotland
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Ukraine
USA

Wales

bcontrolled age group and SES

ns = non-significant

12

12.5

24.3

18.5

8.4

7.4

10.1

54

16.2

17.2

14.8

9.3

9.7

11.4

16.5

17.2

9.3

111

5.6

4.6

13.7

19.4

11.9

11.1

9.5

13.2

16.8

17.8

9.8

8.2

7.5

3.9

14.9

16.2

11.3

9.5

.020

ns

.000

ns

.016

.030

.012

.021

ns

ns

.000

ns

9.9

134

16.8

9.1

6.8

7.5

4.1

11.7

17.8

10.4

9.7

6.9

7.3

12.6

15.7

9.5

7.5

3.6

3.5

10.5

20.2

10.9

11.6

8.2

7.8

111

17.3

8.5

6.1

4.3

11.7

16.9

10.7

8.2

.030

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

.000

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns
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