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Abstract: Bullying is a major issue facing youth of all ages,
backgrounds, and walks of life. In fact, 30% of youth report
experiencing bullying on a monthly basis (Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla,
Ruan, Simons-Murton & Scheidt, 2001). As a consequence, these
youth are at much greater risk for a host of mental and physical
problems (Ttofi & Farrington, 2008). Parents, teachers, educators
and youth advocates all agree that this issue merits time and
attention, yet many professionals are at a loss for understanding the
issue or what resources might be most effective with their young
audience. With the increased rates of bullying behaviors and
growing research about effective prevention and intervention
strategies, youth development professionals need guidance for
creating and sustaining bully prevention efforts. The purpose of this
article is to highlight the growing research on bully prevention and
provide information for practitioners working to create safe and
inclusive environments for youth.

Introduction

Within the past two decades, the amount of empirical information on bullying has dramatically
increased, and youth professionals have more information and better resources than ever
available to build effective bully prevention programs. There is how a great amount of
information about the rates of bullying behaviors, the impact of bullying on youth and the
necessary components of effective bully prevention programs; so much so that professionals
might feel overwhelmed by where to start bully prevention efforts. This paper seeks to
synthesize findings from empirical studies on effective bully prevention efforts in order to help
youth professionals better understand how to create safe and fully inclusive environments
within the organizations they serve.



Prevalence of Bullying

For the majority of youth today, bullying is a common part of life. Statistics vary, but as many
as 70% of all youth report being impacted either directly or indirectly from bullying (Cantor,
2005). In fact, 48% of elementary and 47% of middle school youth report having been bullied
in the last month (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009; Nansel et al., 2001). The rate of bullying
behaviors has increased over the past decade (Swearer, 2011), and two-thirds of youth
reported that they had witnessed bullying in the past month (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009).
Both boys and girls tend to engage in and be targets of bullying behaviors; nearly 50% of boys
and 40% of girls report having been the target of bullying behavior (Nansel, et al., 2001).
Although bullying rates for gender are fairly equal, the types of bullying behaviors vary greatly
by gender; boys often engage in physical violence while girls use more covert forms such as
gossip, harassment and rumor spreading (Borg, 1998) and cyberbullying (Hinduja & Patchin,
2009).

Findings from the 2011 National Education Association’s Nationwide Study of Bullying (ESP)
show that bullying takes many forms, with school staff reporting that verbal (59%),
social/relational (50%), and physical (39%) forms were of greater concern in their school than
was cyberbullying (17%) (Bradshaw, Wassdorp, O'Brennan & Gulemetova, 2011). This report
supports others studies that have shown that name-calling and teasing tend to be the most
common forms of bullying, followed by physical violence and threats (Beaty & Alexeyev, 2008;
Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009). Bullying tends to occur in places where children congregate with
little or no supervision, such as the school playground, hallways, classrooms, bathrooms and
the school cafeteria (Olweus, 1993).

Children who have trouble fitting in were most at risk for being the target of bullying behaviors.
Specially, bullying was often targeted based on a student’s weight (23%), gender (20%),
perceived sexual orientation (18%), or disability (12%) (Bradshaw, Wassdorp, O’'Brennan &
Gulemetova, 2011). Youth with disabilities or special educational needs (Whitney, Nabuzoka, &
Smith, 1992) and those from sexual minority groups (Kosciw, Greytak, Diaz & Bartkiewicz,
2010) tend to be the most vulnerable for bullying.

Impact of Bullying on Youth

Bullying affects youth of all ages, backgrounds, and walks of life. Although bullying can start as
early as preschool, it peaks during late elementary and middle school and declines through high
school grades (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009). Bullying behaviors result in a barrage of negative
effects for youth; these youth often feel upset, hurt, and scared. These experiences then
impact the mental and physical health of youth.

Youth who are bullied tend to be more depressed, have lower self-esteem, have more health
issues and miss more school than other children (Olweus, 1993; Rigby & Cox, 1996). Physically,
youth who experience bullying have more trouble sleeping, and suffer from headaches and
abdominal pain (Fekkes, Pijpers & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2004). These youth are fearful and often
suffer in silence when adults in their lives fail to help. In turn, youth who are bullied tend to
miss school—an estimated 160,000 students miss school at least once each year due to the fear
of being bullied (Lee, 1993) and in general, they don't like school and get lower grades
(Bradshaw, O'Brennan & Sawyer, 2008). Youth who are targeted by bullies tend to be fearful
and often suffer in silence when adults in their lives fail to help. In turn, these youth tend to
suffer from mental health issues (Swearer, 2011).



There are two subsets of youth targeted for bullying: passive victims and bully-victims (Olweus,
1993). Passive victims tend to be insecure and often isolated from other youth whereas bully-
victims may have similar traits as passive victims, but they also tend to be impulsive and much
more likely to fight back (Olweus, 1993). Bully-victim youth are also more likely to engage in
bullying behaviors with other youth.

Problems lie not only for those that are targets of bullying behaviors, but also for observers and
for the youth who bully others. Youth who bully others tend to exhibit a host of risk behaviors,
including alcohol consumption, smoking, and other anti-social behaviors (Gulemetova, Drury &
Bradshaw, 2011). Although there is no single cause of bullying, these youth tend be more
impulsive and view violence in a positive light (Olweus, 1993b). Youth who exhibit bully
behaviors tend to come from families who offer little emotional support, a lack of clear limits,
limited supervision and a lack of warmth (Olweus, Limber & Mihalic, 1999). Additional risk
factors include being a part of a peer group who has a favorable view of violence and who bully
others (Olweus, Limber & Mihalic, 1999). These youth report having little or no adult support,
and tend to have a lack adult supervision. Researchers have also found a link between bullying
behaviors in youth and later criminal actions (Olweus, 1993).

Most incidences of bullying occur in the presence of other youth and sometimes in the presence
of other adults. One study showed that 85% of all bullying behaviors occurred in front of
others (Craig & Pepler, 1997). Youth who witness bullying tend to also be fearful, and have no
clear ideas of how to intervene. As a result, they often have feelings of guilt or even participate
in the bullying behaviors (Salmivalli, Voeten & Poskiparta, 2011). Bystanders tend to watch and
do not intervene, and sometimes even the adults do not intervene. 54% of high school students
and 43% of middle school students say they have seen adults watch the bullying occur and the
adults have done nothing about it; 66% of high school and 58% of middle school students do
not think adults do enough to stop bullying (Bradshaw, Sawyer & O’Brennan, 2007).

Empowering Youth Professionals with Training

Although at one time commonly accepted, bullying is no longer considered to be a right of
passage; it is clear youth need help from the adults in their lives to navigate the world of
bullying. Many youth professionals, parents and community members are working together to
create inclusive communities, but there is a gap in education, skills and knowledge of how to
deal with bullying behaviors. Youth professionals who receive bully prevention training are more
likely to intervene and feel safer in their environment than professionals without training
(Bradshaw, et al., 2007). Only 27% of staff and 42% of teachers in a national survey reported
ever being involved in bully prevention efforts and more than half stated a need for additional
training in how to intervene (Bradshaw, et al., 2011).

Youth professionals want to help with bully prevention and intervention efforts, but report
feeling unprepared to do so (Bradshaw, Wassdorp, O'Brennan & Gulemetova, 2011). There is a
good deal of information about bully prevention programs, but there is a deficit in empirically-
based recommendations for youth professionals and a deficit in getting resources to youth
professionals so that they can be a part of the prevention process.



A Review of Current Research

In an effort to help fill this gap, a systematic review of bully prevention programs was
conducted in order to create a list of recommended practices that can aid youth professionals in
their efforts to create and implement bully prevention programs for their organization.

Methodology

This systematic review investigated the current research describing core components of
effective bully prevention programs. A systematic review is a rigorous method of reviewing
literature in an effort to produce an evidence base for interventions and practice (Whiting,
2009). The review included studies that examined the association between bullying behaviors
and bully prevention. Article searches were completed through Summon database using search
terms related to bully prevention, intervention, and safe youth environments. All articles that fit
the search terms were then screened and sorted as relevant or irrelevant. Because bullying is
currently a popular topic of instruction and information, the authors also conducted a Google
search for popular press and educational resources to be reviewed. Articles that described
essential elements of bully prevention programs as well as those describing implications for
practitioners were selected for review.

Results

The research conducted showed that, overall, anti-bullying programs are effective in reducing
bullying behaviors and that within bullying research; there is strong evidence of best practices
to use when designing a bully prevention program. In total, the systematic review yielded five
core prevention and intervention components recommended to be included in comprehensive
bully prevention programs. Those core components are:

1. Community-based, multi-environment prevention activities

2. Multi-tiered prevention approaches utilizing positive behavior supports
3. Involving parents and families

4. Integrating and sustaining proven prevention efforts

5. Emphasizing vulnerable audiences

Additionally, 11 specific actions recommended for bully preventions were identified and are
described below.

1. Community-based, multi-environment prevention activities

Consistent with the social-ecological framework, youth programs should address the social
environment and the broader culture and climate of bullying (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 2009).
Changing the climate in which bullying takes place is not easy; it requires the inclusion of a full
range of systems, from the student to the society. Research documents the importance of
community-wide prevention efforts that provide positive behavior support, establish a common
set of expectations for positive behavior across all contexts, and involve more than school staff
and parents in prevention activities (Ross, Horner, & Stiller, 2009).

Furthermore, supervision — especially in areas that typically have limited supervision such as
hallways and playgrounds and clear anti-bullying policies are essential elements of a successful
bully prevention program (Olweus, 1993). Involving youth by conducting a needs assessment of
their perceptions of problems and solutions is also key, and collecting data from anonymous



student surveys can inform the supervision and intervention process (Bradshaw & Waasdorp,
2009). These data can identify potential areas of need for intensive training for all staff, youth
and community partners, including parents. Data are also critical for monitoring progress
toward the goal of reducing bullying (Olweus, 1993). Furthermore, training specifically designed
to educate adults in all youth development roles is recommended.

2. Multi-tiered prevention approaches utilizing positive behavior supports

Not all students respond to prevention efforts in the same way, so utilizing an approach that
can target students at different levels is recommended. A common approach to the prevention
of bullying and other emotional and behavioral problems is the three-tiered public health model.
This model has three levels of support; the primary (full organization), secondary (small groups)
and tertiary (individual) levels (Sugai & Horner, 2009). The desired result is a universal system
of support that impacts all students within a defined youth setting.

At the primary level, organizational interventions are implemented targeting ALL students. Most
organization-wide programs exist at the primary level, reaching most, if not all students.
Research highlights the importance of providing class time to discuss bullying (Olweus, 1993)
and the use of lessons to foster skills and competencies, effective communication, and
strategies for responding to bullying (Farrington & Ttofi, 2010). These activities can have a
positive impact on academic and other behavioral outcomes (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor & Schellinger, 2011; Sugai, Horner, 2009;). Effective environment management is also
critical, as well-managed youth areas, including classroom and work environments, are rated as
having a more favorable climate, being safer, more supportive, and having lower rates of
bullying (Koth, Bradshaw & Leaf, 2008).

Some youth, however, heed more intensive prevention or intervention. At the secondary level,
targeted interventions are implemented in small groups for those students who are “non-
responders” to the universal strategies. These youth receive selective interventions that target
specific skills and may include social skills training for small groups of children at risk for
becoming involved in bullying. The focus of these small groups needs to include strength-based,
positive attention and regular feedback (Sugai & Horner, 2009).

At the tertiary level, intensive interventions are implemented, targeting individual students that
need specialized support. A tertiary intervention may include more intensive supports and
programs tailored to meet the needs of students and families of students identified as exhibiting
bully behaviors or targeted students (Espelage & Swearer, 2008; Ross, Horner, & Stiller, 2009).
Perpetrators and targets of bullying should not be brought together in these circumstances; the
best approach is to deal separately with these students. The power differential is so great that
bringing both parties together could yield even worse results for the youth that had been a
target (Limber & Snyder, 2006). These interventions should be person-centered and are best
when they connect the youth with additional community support, including familial support
(Sugai & Horner, 2009).

3. Involving parents and families

Families play a critical role in bullying prevention by providing emotional support to promote
disclosure of bullying incidents and by fostering coping skills in their children. A parent’s
response to bullying greatly influences a youth's experience of bullying (Mishna & Alaggia,
2005). Youth, in particular older youth, may be hesitant to talk with their parents about their
bullying experiences (Atlas & Pepler, 1998), thus it is important for parents to be educated on
the topic so they know both what to look for and what to do. Parents need training in how to
talk with their children about bullying, how to communicate their concerns about bullying to the



school, and how to get actively involved in school-based bullying prevention efforts (Sawyer,
Mishna, Pepler & Wiener, 2011). Informational nights that include materials that help parents
understand how to help their youth are encouraged. There are also important bullying
prevention activities that can occur at the community level, such as awareness or social
marketing campaigns that encourage all youth and adults to intervene when they see bullying
and to become actively involved in school and community-based prevention activities (HRSA,
n.d.; Olweus, 1993).

4. Integrating and sustaining proven prevention efforts

Research by Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) indicates that, on average, schools are using
about 14 different strategies or programs to prevent violence and promote a safe learning
environment. This can often be overwhelming for school staff to execute well, thereby leading
to poor implementation fidelity. Therefore, schools are encouraged to integrate their prevention
efforts so that there is a seamless system of support that is coordinated, monitored for high
fidelity implementation, and includes all staff across all school contexts. Instead of adopting a
different program to combat each new problem that emerges, it is recommended that schools
develop a consistent and long-term prevention plan that addresses multiple student concerns
through a set of well-integrated programs and services (HRSA, n.d.). Such efforts would
address multiple competencies and skills in order to prevent bullying, and help students cope
and respond appropriately when bullying does occur. Furthermore, utilizing evidence-based
curricula and programs is recommended. Programs that have rigorous research supporting their
effectiveness improves the likelihood that the program will be successful.

5. Emphasizing vulnerable audiences

In conducting the review, it was noted that the subset of youth at highest risk for being
targeted for bullying behaviors included lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgendered & questioning
(LGBTQ), religious minority, and youth with disabilities. Most bully prevention programs, even
the most comprehensive and community-minded initiatives, do not specifically address the
changing demographics of communities and fail to incorporate factors such as race, disability,
sexual orientation and religious minorities. In a review of bully prevention curricula, it was
noted that there was a major gap of training resources specifically geared to these vulnerable
youth (Allen, Lewis, Roper & Vandehoe, in press). However, adults who work with youth report
they do not know how nor do they feel comfortable directly addressing bullying incidences that
are directed at targeted groups (Bradshaw, et al., 2011). Programs need to include skills based
training for youth and adults specifically targeting vulnerable groups.

In addition to the five core components of effective bully prevention programs, there are
additional overarching components and specific actions recommended for bully prevention
programs.

* Whole-organization anti-bullying policy - Creating and maintaining a formal anti-
bullying policy for the entire organization or school.

« Organization-wide meetings open to the public - In many programs, these meetings
are organized after the pre-test data collection and aimed to inform students, parents and
the community about the extent of bullying behavior and anticipated procedures in their
environment.

« Cooperative group work - Communication and cooperation among varying stakeholders,
including educators, parents, students, administration, and support staff in working with
bully prevention efforts.



« Environment management - Environment or classroom management strategies and
techniques in detecting and dealing with bullying behavior. The educator needs to enforce
organizational policy and procedures and establish an accepting, bully free environment.

* Free time or playground supervision — Bullying often occurs at times with minimum
supervision; it is important to have adults that are trained in recognizing signs of bully
behaviors to monitor youth in such settings.

« Mutual agreements and rules- Rules can be the result of cooperative group work
between the youth and adults, usually after some extent of exposure of the students to the
philosophy or messages of the anti-bullying program. Agreements should be displayed in a
distinctive place in the program meeting room or classroom.

» Consistent discipline - Clear and consistent application of positive discipline and
consequences.

« Working with bullies and targets — Separate individualized work with targets and
perpetrators, never together at the same time. In most programs, this service is offered by
professionals, such as administrators, counselors or psychologists in collaboration with
other youth professionals.

e Curriculum materials — Utilizing holistic, evidence-based prevention curricula. For a list,
see Allen, Lewis, Roper, & Varnadoe (2012)

Implications

Youth professionals know that children do not live in a vacuum; they are a part of an larger
ecological system that includes their family and school (environment) their community (culture)
and their society (climate). Youth development programs have historically utilized the theory of
ecology as a foundation for program development, and bully prevention programs are no
exception. Research shows that best results occur when the whole society comes together to
build an inclusive and safe climate (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2010). Youth
professionals directly impact the child’s environment, and can work in the community and
society to change the culture and climate.

One of the most effective ways to decrease and prevent bullying in any organization is to
improve connections among all people in the community. When all three systems work together
to create a safe and inclusive climate, youth are much more likely to feel safe and be
successful.

Community Connection is Critical

All members of the youth development community play a role--this includes community
partners, all staff members, volunteers, parents and all students, as each person is likely to be
an observer or bystander when bullying occurs. But in order for these adults to engage, they
need training on policies and proper procedures. A study of School-Wide Positive Behavior
Supports found that staff who experience a greater sense of connectedness report a greater
willingness to intervene in bullying situations (Ross, Horner & Stiller, 2009). There is also a link
between how or if youth professionals handle bullying situations and their attitudes toward
intervention (Bradshaw, Sawyer & O'Brennan, 2007). Those who are not trained are less
comfortable and thus less willing to get involved in a bullying incident. All youth professionals
must know how to identify bullying behaviors and understand how to intervene, and then they
must intervene.



The most effective bullying prevention programs are comprehensive and are inclusive of a
variety of stakeholders, including formal and informal education professionals, parents, youth,
and other stakeholders. In a model program, for example, a community school district would
conduct a needs assessment that includes data from youth, staff, parents and partners as well
as an asset inventory to identify existing strengths for inclusion in prevention activities. School
administration might then hold a public meeting to which youth, parents, school personnel,
afterschool providers, extra-curricular partners, youth development community partners, and
business partners are invited and at which information would be provided highlighting the
results from the needs assessment and asset inventory. In addition, any existing or updated
bullying prevention policies would be explained. From that meeting, a cooperative work group
would be formed for training, sustainability and accountability.

Training is a critical piece of bullying prevention. Adults that do not have proper training report
wanting to intervene, but on occasion do not as they feel they do not have the skills (Bradshaw
et al., 2011) Youth serving organizations need to offer a series of trainings that would be open
to all stakeholders. The training should be well researched and ideally evidence based (see
Allen et al, 2012 for a list of evidence and research-based curriculum). The training should be
skills based, and include information about how to intervene, proper procedures, positive
behavior support, and specific information for dealing with targeting specific vulnerable
populations. There should also be training for youth, which includes information for bystanders.
Once implemented and trained, there should be additional support for students in tiers 2 and 3,
both group based and individualized. Youth professionals should then consistently enforce the
new policy and procedures and work with the students to create agreements for the behavior
standards.

Finally, if bully incidences occur, staff, students and parents should intervene with consistency.
Adults should stop any bullying behaviors immediately, separate the youth involved, then make
sure everyone is safe (Stopbullying.gov, 2011). It is important to find out what happened, and
determine if it is normal conflict, or bullying. School policies should identify the difference of
normal conflict and bullying in order for objectivity to occur. From that point, staff would follow
the school protocol and get both youth the help they need which should include emotional
support to the target and the youth who bullies.

Conclusion

Gone are the days of “boys will be boys” and “kids will be kids.” Bullying behaviors cause a
host of problems, many of which are life long, for all parties involved. Youth that are engaging
in or targets of aggressive behaviors do not do well, and rates of aggressive behaviors will not
decrease without adult intervention. It is clear that bullying is a major issue and youth
professionals must act on this issue. Creating a safer, more inclusive environment fits with
models of positive youth development, and thus putting a system in place that helps youth feel
safe and included is an essential part of youth development.

There are many roles to play in creating a safe and inclusive environment. Parents, educators,
community members and youth need to all be a part of bullying prevention efforts. The results
of this study show that there are five critical elements that are needed for creating a safe and
inclusive environment for youth. First, youth serving organizations need to be comprehensive in
their bullying prevention approach by including a large variety of stakeholders in prevention
efforts. Youth, parents, staff and community partners all need to be a part of the solution.
Second, approaches to prevention and intervention need to be targeted; one approach for the



whole setting is a start, but there needs to be support and resources in place for those whom
the organizational wide messaging does not affect.

Third, it is critical to involve families in every part of the prevention and intervention efforts.
Fourth, youth professionals need to use proven practices. No need to reinvent the wheel; there
are a great number of validated resources available to help organizations get bullying
prevention programs started. Finally, youth organizations must include specific strategies and
trainings that emphasize vulnerable audiences. GLBTQ, religious minority, and students with
disabilities are the highest risk, so including these populations is critical for inclusivity. Together,
communities can support youth and families by talking about bullying, and put in place a clear
blueprint for creating a positive youth development environment.
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