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Abstract

This study illustrates the results of an empirical research, conducted in order to
explore the phenomena of bullying and cyberbullying, on a sample of students, in
the years between the end of childhood and the preadolescence. The focus of the
investigation was on the most common forms of bullying and cyberbullying, and
their identification by the bully, victim and witnesses. The study was conducted
on a sample of 286 pupils, aged between 9 and 14, attending an educational
institution located on the northern outskirts of Rome. 24.8% of the participants
said they had been bullied or cyberbullied. The largest group of students who have
suffered abuse, are boys. 37.7% of the victims said they had been bullied in the
schoolyard and 29% in the classroom. The largest group of respondents recognizes
the bully’s ability to be respected, but do not appreciate his aggressiveness. These
results can be useful because they highlight the opportunity to identify educational
strategies that take advantage of the group’s low appreciation of the aggressiveness
to weaken the aggressor’s antisocial leadership.
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Introduction

In contemporary society, the increasing prevalence and severity of bullying
and cyberbullying behaviours have taken on disconcerting proportions. UNESCO
data reports that, in the world, every year, 246 million children and adolescents
experience some form of bullying (UNESCO, 2017). ISTAT data indicates that, in
Italy, 22.5% of minors between 11 and 13 years old have been bullied at least once
a month (ISTAT, 2019). More and more frequently, the chronicle reports stories of
violence, towards the youngest, from the peer group, with strong incidence also in
the years of late childhood and pre-adolescence (Sharp & Smith, 1994), defined
as cases of bullying. With this term, the international scientific literature does not
indicate a generic aggressive behaviour, but a peculiar phenomenon of violence,
characterised by a structure of participation, in which not only the profiles of
the bully and the victim are of decisive importance, but also the multiplicity of
roles assumed by the subjects who witness the violence and who, by supporting
the aggressors or the attacked, can considerably affect the development of the
vexatious dynamics.

The main roles assumed by bystanders can be included in the following macro-
categories: “assistants”, i.e. followers of the bully and their accomplices in the
attack on the victim; “reinforcers”, also followers of the bully, whom they support
by encouraging the action, but without participating; “defenders”, who are those
who stand in solidarity with the victim, intervening on her behalf in public,
comforting her in private, or referring to the teacher what happened; “outsiders”,
or simple bystanders, who prefer to remain neutral and not get involved in the
matter (Salmivalli et al., 1996). The behavioural dynamics activated in a group can
therefore, in line with social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), feed or block the
manifestation of aggressive behaviour. Bullying is therefore a complex collective
phenomenon and, as such, cannot do without the context in which it occurs: the
school.

The first research on bullying at school was carried out in Scandinavian countries
in the 1970s by Dan Olweus, Norwegian psychologist and pioneer of studies on
this phenomenon. The descriptive survey, carried out on the Norwegian school
population (Olweus, 1978), revealed the particular seriousness and high incidence
of the phenomenon in all age groups. It was Olweus himself who coined the term
“bullying” and formulated its definition: “a student is bullied, namely has been
bullied or victimized, when he/she is exposed, repeatedly over time, to offensive
actions, carried out by one or more peers” (Olweus, 1993: 11-12).

Based on this definition, it can be stated that bullying is characterised by
three fundamental criteria: intentionality, persistence and power imbalance.
Intentionality indicates that the bullying behaviour is carried out knowingly and
with the precise intention to harm; persistence indicates that this behaviour is not
occasional but is repeated and continues over time; power imbalance implies an
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asymmetrical type of relationship between the protagonists, derived from factors
of various kinds, for example different physical strength, social prestige, family
background (Fonzi, 1997). The aggressor, therefore, uses his strength or power
to repeatedly harm a subject, through humiliating actions, offences, mockery,
threats, physical or verbal aggression, defamation, slander and slander aimed at
subjugating, discrediting and excluding him from the group (Ortega, 2010).

The bully can achieve this result, thanks to his position within the group, where
he exercises a dominant and controlling role over others (Crick & Dodge, 1999),
arousing admiration and respect from peers who are forced to support him or, at
least, not to oppose his behaviour, in a vicious circle, in which the bully feeds the
action of the group and vice versa (Salmivalli, 2010). In this dynamic, conformism
leads individuals to act as if they were a unit (Anzieu, 1986) and, consequently,
not to recognise personal responsibility for collective persecution, ending up by
attributing it to the one who suffers it, i.e. the victim, who is considered guilty of
having provoked it, due to his or her behaviour or personal characteristics: physical
appearance, sexual orientation, religion, socio-economic status.

When the class group is structured with such dynamics, the school also becomes
a place of violence and humiliation, where sick mechanisms are created, according
to which it feels it has the right and the duty to persecute the victim, who is
considered guilty of the reactions it provokes. Olweus himself describes this
dynamic: “From time to time, the other children in the class may also bully
and insult the target child. He is a safe target: everyone knows that he is
weak, that he does not dare to react [...]. Thus, beliefs develop that trigger a
process of “dehumanisation of the victim”: he is a miserable and worthless
being, therefore he deserves to be beaten” (Olweus, 1993: 38).

In this context, the silent majority, who do not participate in the attacks, fear
ending up in the same situation, and for this reason do not defend the victim, who
is completely isolated from the rest of the class. With the rise of social networks
and digital devices, a new form of bullying has been established, carried out
using, in a distorted way, the communication potential offered by the network:
cyberbullying (Casas et al., 2013; Slonje et al., 2013).

Cyberbullying maintains the characteristics of traditional bullying, but adds
others: the ability to post humiliating videos or images, disseminate false news
and confidential information online, send threats or offensive messages, exclude
the victim from digital communication, appropriate their virtual identity, damage
their image to an indistinct audience of potentially thousands of users (Gradinger
et al., 2009). Moreover, since there are no limits of space and time on the web,
offences and humiliations posted on the Internet can be seen anywhere and at any
time by a large number of people, which considerably increases the proportions
of harm caused to the victim (Tokunaga, 2010). Added to this, the stalker can
pursue the victim while remaining completely anonymous and acting at any time
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of the day and night, making the victim’s life very difficult (Nocentini ef al., 2010;
Olweus, 2012).

Victimization can produce serious consequences, not only in the short term, but
also in the long term, causing anxiety problems, attention deficits and difficulties
in social relationships (D’ Urso ef al., 2023). Bullying and cyberbullying are not
only widespread, but tend to be more prevalent and manifest themselves even
in younger age groups. Although they generally take very dangerous forms later
in life, they are particularly serious in the years between late childhood and
pre-adolescence (Buccoliero & Maggi, 2017). This period of developmental age
represents a particularly delicate phase for the growing individual, also for the onset
of the first physiological changes, linked above all to sexual development, which
in pre-adolescents gradually become apparent (Graziano et al., 2012). In addition,
already after the age of eight, the child begins to develop an autonomous capacity
for moral evaluation of behaviour (Piaget, 1932). Such changes, psychological
and physical, coincide with the need for greater dependence on the family and a
strong drive towards socialisation (Pietropolli-Charmet, 2000).

For this reason, these years are characterised by a growing need for popularity
(Pouwels, et al., 2018), understood as a need for attention and visibility, and a
position of dominance in the peer group.While in primary school the need for
popularity is associated with peer group appreciation, in the transition between
primary school and lower secondary school, popularity becomes more important
and is easily associated with aggressive behaviour (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998),
also because of the attractiveness of more adult figures, where antisocial behaviour
is more common (Moffit, 1993). Therefore, in those years, the bullying-popularity
association is strengthened, while the prosocial behaviour-popularity association
is weakened (Bukowski et al., 2000).

The empirical research presented here has been conducted to explore the
phenomenon of bullying in the school context, on a sample of pupils aged between
9 and 14 years, focusing on the most common forms of bullying and cyberbullying
and their identification by the aggressor, the victim and the witnesses. Frequency,
manifestation modalities, possible developments, pupils’ opinions about who
exerts, suffers and assists bullying, and attention has been paid to the association
with popularity: a very marked tendency in the years of the developmental age,
object of the research, have been investigated. The aim of the study was to explore
the prevalence of bullying and cyberbullying and to investigate these phenomena
in multiple aspects, on a sample of students in Rome, who are going through such
a delicate and significant phase of their lives, as that which marks the passage
between the end of childhood and pre-adolescence.
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Methodology

Context and Participants

The study was carried out in 2023 on a sample of 286 pupils, including 140
boys and 146 girls, aged between 9 and 14, attending all 4th and 5th year primary
school classes and all 1st, 2nd and 3rd year lower secondary school classes, in a
state school located in a suburb in the north of Rome, identified for its accessibility.
In particular, the following participated in the survey: three classes of 4th and
three classes of Sth grade of primary school; three classes of 1st, four classes of
2nd and four classes of 3rd grade of lower secondary school. In total, the sample
consisted of 88 primary school pupils and 198 lower secondary school pupils.

The district is located in the 15th Municipality of Rome and has a population
density of 852 inhabitants’km?, lower than the average of the Capital, where
the population density is 2186 inhabitants/km?. It is one of the partly dormitory
districts of the city, populated by families of medium economic level, where the
inhabitants commute to and from the capital, to reach their place of work, the
universities, the hospitals, or places of culture.

Table 1. Participants

Particioants Number of boys Number of girls
P taking part taking part

9-10 Years 22 21

Classes 42 Primary

10-11 Years school

Classes 52 23 22

11-12 Years

Classes 19 20 34

12-13 Years Secondary

Classes 29 school 40 32

13-14 Years

Classes 3¢ 35 37
Total 140 146

Proceedings

The sample of students was recruited by sending a letter to the head of the
institution informing about the intention to conduct a study on the phenomena
of bullying and cyberbullying and asking for the availability to participate. The
questionnaire, to be administered to pupils, was enclosed for their knowledge and
it was explained that the results of the survey would be returned to the school
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so that it could use them in the framework of the programming of educational
interventions against bullying.

The covering letter to families was also attached, with a request for permission
to participate in the survey, noting that the survey would be conducted on a
completely anonymous and voluntary basis. It was made clear that no personal
data would be collected from individual pupils and that all information would be
treated in accordance with the right to confidentiality and privacy legislation. The
school authorised the administration and families signed the informed consent.
Of the 321 pupils who attended the above-mentioned classes, 89% participated
in the survey, while 11% were absent or did not hand in the signed authorisation.
The questionnaire was administered in the respective classrooms of the classes
involved, on two days: one for the primary school and one for the lower secondary
school. The screening lasted approximately 40 minutes. In agreement with the
school, which preferred this modality, the questionnaire was delivered on paper.

The screening began after a brief introduction on the phenomena of bullying
and cyberbullying, at the end of which the total guarantee of confidentiality of the
answers given was reiterated and the willingness to provide clarifications, in case
of doubt or perplexity, during the completion of the questionnaire was declared.

Instrument

A questionnaire to detect bullying and cyberbullying (QDBC), developed
ad hoc for research, structured with closed-ended questions, was used for data
collection. The questionnaire begins with compilation instructions and asks for the
respondent’s gender and school level. It is specified that the actions to be recorded
relate to a time interval of the last 3-4 months. The questionnaire consists of 34
items and is divided into four sections. One section concerns the aggressor and
consists of 13 items (identified by the letter B and the sequential number), another
section concerns victims and consists of 14 items (identified by the letter V and
the sequential number), a new section on witnesses consists of 4 items (labelled
with the letter T and sequential number) and the last section on students’ views
on bullies, victims and witnesses consists of 3 items (labelled with the letter O
and sequential number).

The sections on aggression and victimization contain the first 6 items describing
the two behaviours in exactly the same way as each other, referring to the same
type of actions: excluding, offending, forcing, assaulting, subtracting, spreading
rumours.
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Table 2. Frequency

Frequency

Bullying

Victimization

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B1. At school, have
you intentionally
excluded or isolated
any classmates?

V1. At school, have you
been intentionally excluded
or isolated by a peer?

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B2. At school, have
you ever ridiculed,
offended or called a
classmate humiliating
names?

V2. At school, have you ever
been ridiculed, offended

or called humiliating
nicknames by a classmate?

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B3. At school, have
you ever forced a
classmate to do
something they didn’t
want to do?

V3. At school, have you
ever been forced to do
something you didn’t want
to do?

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B4. At school, have
you ever attacked or
hit a classmate?

V4. At school, have you
been attacked or beaten up
by a classmate?

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B5. At school, have
you ever stolen or
damaged objects
belonging to a
classmate?

V5. At school, has a
classmate stolen or
damaged property
belonging to you?

Never

Once or twice

Three to five times
Six to ten times
More than the times

B6. At school, have
you ever spread false
rumours, photos/
videos, chat messages,
about a classmate in
order to harm him?

V6. At school, have any
classmates spread false
rumours, photos/videos,
chat messages, about you,
in order to harm you?

These items are followed by a question asking the student whether they believe
they have been a perpetrator (item B7) or a victim (item V7) of acts of aggression
and cyberaggression. Only students who answer yes to these questions can proceed
and answer 5 other questions. These items are also formulated in a speculative
way. They aim to investigate aspects related to places, times, gender of perpetrators
and victims, use of digital devices.
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Table 3. Who, where, when, how?

Who, where, when, how?

Bullying

Victimization

B8. If you have bullied,

V8. If you have been

GENDER have you bullied boys or bullied, have you been
girls? bullied by boys or girls?
Boys
Girls
Both
B9. What classes do the V9. What class do the
CLASS students you have bullied students who have
attend? bullied you attend?
My class
A class different
from mine
PLACES B10. Where did you V10. Where were you

commit the harassment?

harassed?

In the classroom

In the toilets

In the corridors/
playground

On the way to
school or home

Other
MOMENTS B11. At what point did you | V11. At what point were
commit the harassment? you harassed?
At recess

At the change of
time

During the lesson

At entrance/exit

Other
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B12. Has the humiliation | V12. Has the humiliation
you have experienced you have suffered
AGGRESSION OR been carried out in the been carried out in the

CYBERAGGRESSION | presence and/or via chat | presence and/or via chat

and social network? and social network?

In presence

Via chat and social
network

Both

The sections related to aggression and victimization end with items related to
the causes and consequences of the phenomenon. In particular, the bully is asked
to indicate the reason why he/she assaulted the victim (item B13) and the victim
is asked to indicate how he/she reacted to the abuse (item V13) and whether he/
she asked for help (item V14).

The third section concerns witnesses and consists of 4 items, which investigate
the frequency (item T1), the type of actions they attended (item T2), what feelings
they experienced (item T3), whether they asked for someone’s intervention,
whether they defended or sympathised with the victim or preferred not to get
involved in the issue (item T4).

The fourth and last section of the questionnaire is intended for all students and
consists of 3 items, which refer to their general views on the figures of perpetrator,
victim and witnesses.

Table 4. Opinions

01. What do you think of the figure of the aggressor?

He is a leader and | admire him

He knows how to make himself respected, but | don’t appreciate his aggressiveness

He’s a bully, but it’s better to make friends with him, so you don’t get into trouble

He is arrogant and | try to stay away from him
02. What do you think of the figure of the victim?

He is a weakling and deserves to be attacked

He must learn to defend himself

| feel sorry for him, he must be helped, everyone can be bullied

| feel sorry for him, but | prefer not to get involved, so as not to get into trouble
03. What do you think about witnesses?

They should stay out of it

They should support the bully and not make the bully an enemy

They should support the victim because bullying is everyone’s problem
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Results

Once the questionnaires had been collected, the data were entered into
spreadsheets and, by means of cross-tabulation, the results were obtained, both
in terms of absolute values and percentages. The results have been interpreted
and organised in graphs so that a clear and immediate picture of the phenomenon
under investigation can be obtained. The responses with the most quantitatively
relevant percentages and the most significant ones are highlighted in order to better
understand the dynamics.

The data showed that, in relation to the 3-4 months prior to the survey, 12.2% of
the participants said that they had been the perpetrators of bullying or cyberbullying
(item B7) and 24.8% of the students said that they had been victims of acts of
aggression and cyberaggression (item V7).

Do you believe you have
been a victim of bullying or
cyberbullying?

- 75.20%

= No Yes

Figure 1. Students who believe they have been victims of aggression or
cyberaggression (item V7)

The sample in question also stated that they had bullied 60.7% of the boys and
39.3% of the girls (item B8). Most of the behaviours took place six to ten times,
during the 3-4 months prior to the survey. When asked why the bully chose to
victimise that peer, 29.8% of the respondents said that he/she did so because he/
she is weak in character, 15.6% because he/she has a bad physical appearance
and 13.3% because he/she has something he/she would like to have (item B13).

In the sample investigated, traditional bullying prevails (64.2%), while
cyberbullying is less frequent (23.9%); 37.7% of the victims reported having been
bullied in the school playground and 29% in the classroom; 55.9% of the same
sample stated that the time when these acts take place is at recess. It seems clear
that, unfortunately, school is still the privileged place for antisocial behaviour,
despite its educational vocation.
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The pupils who recognise themselves as victims say that they have reacted to
attacks and exclusion: 34% by resisting and trying not to show their suffering to
the group; 27.5% by hanging around with other people; 15.7% by withdrawing into
themselves and isolating themselves (item V13). When asked whether the victim
had turned to anyone for help, 60.9% of the respondents answered that they had
spoken to their parents, 23.2% to a friend, 13% to a teacher and 15.9% to no one
(item V14). This is very significant when compared to the fact that most bullying
takes place on school premises and therefore under the supervision of teachers,
to whom, however, little reference is made when asking for help.

With regard to the items related to witnesses, 56.7% of them claimed to have
seen bullying mainly referring to teasing and offences, while 28.4% said that
the victims were excluded from the group. In addition, 43.4% of the witnesses
stated that they wanted to intervene to defend the colleague who was suffering
humiliation, but preferred not to get into trouble; 30.6% stated that they had
intervened to publicly defend the victim; 18.1% stated that they had not intervened,
preferring to show solidarity with the victim in private; 7.9% said that they had
not got involved, because they considered that it was not their problem.

The last set of results is also very significant, i.e. the one concerning the
opinions of all students, regardless of their participation in the bullying dynamics,
on the figure of the bully, the victim and the witnesses. To the descriptor asking
for an opinion on the figure of the aggressor, the respondents answered as follows:
37.7% think that he knows how to make himself respected but does not appreciate
his aggressiveness; 35.4% think that he is a bully, but that it is better to make
friends with him to avoid problems; 27.1% think that he is a bully and try to stay
away; 2.8% think that he is a leader and admire him. It is clear that the bully’s
leadership finds in aggressiveness a strength for some witnesses, but a weakness
for others.

Knowing this data is very important because it makes it possible to identify
an aspect on which to act in order to weaken the bully’s capacity to attract and
to seek effective educational strategies capable of counteracting and, above all,
preventing the phenomenon of bullying in this age group.

Discussion

The results obtained from the analysis and interpretation of the data provide
a fairly clear picture of the phenomenon of bullying in pupils aged between 9
and 14 years, in a small school context in a peripheral and sparsely populated
neighbourhood, located in the north of Rome. It seems significant that these
dynamics are activated above all in the playground and in the classroom, when
the vigilance of the teachers is maximum and this suggests that there is a tendency
to hide them, both by those who suffer from them and by those who assist them.
The silence towards the teachers shows a lack of trust and a fear of asking for
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help, perhaps because of the risk that the matter will be underestimated or that the
aggressor may become even more dangerous (D’Urso et al., 2022). The victim thus
finds himself living this difficult situation in silence and solitude, which makes
the way out very difficult to detect (Smith, 1991).

There are acts of bullying, mainly directed at boys, in a “face-to-face” manner,
whose repetition, more or less frequent, generates mechanisms that aggravate and
pervert the classroom climate, and produce deep suffering in those who endure
them, which should not be underestimated. In this regard, scientific studies show
that victims of bullying can have psychological consequences, even serious ones,
in adulthood, such as anxiety disorders, depression, eating disorders, self-harming
behavior (Wolke, 2015; Klomek, 2010). The figure of the bully also needs a lot
of attention, since his persecutory behavior reveals a family malaise: through the
victim, in fact, he can take revenge for the aggressions he has suffered in turn
or repeat the situations of violence he has learned at home (Oliverio-Ferrario,
2008; Nocentini ef al., 2019). Despite the low appreciation of aggression by his
peers, he can manipulate them and exercise his power thanks to the consensus
and popularity he enjoys, which, however, could be reduced in the presence of
educational interventions aimed at promoting awareness, empathy and solidarity
in the peer group (Gini, 2006).

This work has provided the opportunity to verify the socio-relational level
within the school context and to identify aspects that constitute sources of strong
discomfort and suffering for students. The instrument used can be reused, with the
appropriate adaptations, to identify the frequency, modalities, and development
of the abusive behaviors and to know the point of view of the students on the
behaviors of the protagonists of the dynamic.

Conclusion

The phenomenon of bullying is present and has its effects on the relational
dynamics of younger age groups, even in smaller educational contexts, generally
characterized by greater interrelation, interdependence and solidarity between
peers and more controlled by adults. It is positive that the victim, in most cases,
does not lock himself away in suffering, but tends to trust the affective figures of
reference, asking for help, first of all, from the parents. The social and emotional
profile of students is a fundamental aspect when it comes to making the class a
group of people capable of working and growing together.

As future perspectives, we believe that, based on the results of the research,
educational interventions can be adopted that take advantage of the highlighted
strengths and weaknesses, to promote leadership among peers, associated with
prosocial behaviors and the awareness of feeling part of a community, factors that
favor the well-being of the student and, consequently, his healthy and balanced
development, in all aspects.
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