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Introduction

We began our research on school bullying in about 2010 when we noticed the 
disparate coverage of two bullying-related youth suicides in Massachusetts. In 
the first case, an eleven-year-old African American boy named Carl Walker-
Hoover died by suicide on April 6, 2009, in Springfield. In the second case, a 
fifteen-year-old Irish immigrant girl named Phoebe Prince died by suicide on 
January 14, 2010, in South Hadley. In both cases, the suicide was linked to 
bullying victimization. The two suicides occurred less than one year apart and 
in towns separated by less than twenty miles, and both youths possessed char-
acteristics supporting an “ideal victim” construction (e.g., young, vulnerable, 
defenseless, and worthy of sympathy). However, only the Prince case evolved 
into a “signal crime,” that is, involving “events that, in addition to affecting 
the immediate participants . . . impact in some way upon a wider audience . . . 
caus[ing] them to reconfigure their behaviors or beliefs in some way” (Innes 
2004, 52). The Prince suicide led to the filing of charges against nine individu-
als, massive news coverage, and Massachusetts’s enactment of a new antibul-
lying law. The media gave the Carl Walker-Hoover suicide relatively scant 
attention. In conference papers and presentations, we explored issues of gen-
der, race, and criminalization around this differing coverage.

We also rapidly expanded our research to include media reports of bully-
ing more generally, which led to the publication of the book Confronting 
School Bullying: Kids, Culture, and the Making of a Social Problem (Cohen 
and Brooks 2014). In that book, we explored how the media constructed the 
phenomenon of school bullying from a relatively minor, localized problem 
through to its emergence as a major national and international public health 
concern. We noted that the linking of school bullying to retaliatory violence 
(e.g., school shootings) and to suicide had by 2013 become a dominant  
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discourse in mainstream news media. Emphasizing such extreme outcomes—
and linking them together to suggest first a trend and then an epidemic—is 
an important factor contributing to how school bullying came to be per-
ceived as a serious social problem. This contrasts with the early 1990s, when 
the threat of bullying was usually constructed in rather mild terms. While 
few dismissed bullying entirely with a “kids will be kids” attitude, descrip-
tions like the following 1993 excerpt from Lawrence Kutner’s New York 
Times “Parent and Child” column were not uncommon: “A 10-year-old who 
is extorting milk money or threatening to chase a child home after school can 
loom large in the fears of an 8-year-old. Handing over a quarter a day to avoid 
possibly being beaten up seems a small price to pay” (October 28, 1993, C12). 
By 2010, bullying had been elevated to a threat of catastrophic proportions; 
John Quiñones opened a segment of NBC’s Prime Time Live by asking, 
“Harmless bullying? A simple part of growing up? Or a tragic epidemic that 
leaves entire schools heartbroken, parents childless and families torn apart?” 
(October 29, 2010).

The confluence of exhaustive media reports, an explosion of academic 
research, and increased concerns from school systems led to the creation of 
an antibullying industry marked by consultants, experts, corporate entities, 
and entertainment celebrities and vehicles. The rise of the antibullying indus-
try helped solidify bullying as a national social problem and also created a 
risk of cynicism and burnout (Cohen and Brooks 2014).

A C A D E M I C  I N T E R E S T  I N  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

Interestingly, academic interest in school bullying is said to have begun in 
earnest after several suicides in Norway were linked to bullying (Beaty and 
Alexeyev 2008). The research was pioneered by Olweus (1993), who in addi-
tion to researching the causes and consequences of bullying also developed a 
leading bullying prevention program. Academic interest quickly spread to 
neighboring European countries and then additional ones. Research in the 
United States was slower to start, increasing dramatically after about 2007. 
Figures 1 and 2 provide representative examples of the steep increase in aca-
demic publications concerning school bullying. Each figure represents the 
number of academic publications returned from a search on the comprehen-
sive academic search engine Google Scholar using the search term “school 
bullying” (in quotation marks). Figure 1 shows the number of academic 



0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

F I G U R E 1 .  Number of new publications per year generated on the academic search engine Google 

Scholar using the term “school bullying,” 1989–2018.

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

30,000

35,000

1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

F I G U R E 2 .  Cumulative number of publications generated on the academic search engine Google 

Scholar using the term “school bullying,” 1989–2018.



4 •  I N T R O d U C T I O N

works (e.g., articles, monographs, book chapters, and books) that were added 
each year, from 10 in 1989 to 3,620 in 2018. Figure 2 shows the yearly cumula-
tive number of academic works, beginning with 10 in 1989 and increasing to 
30,399 in 2018. As large as these recent numbers are, they are a vast under-
statement considering that many academic works on school bullying do not 
necessarily use the words school bullying in that order. A search of the term 
without quotation marks yielded 614 “hits” for 1989 and a cumulative 
358,000 hits for the period 1989–2018. Many of these results are not on point 
(some results use the two terms but in an unrelated way), so it is not possible 
to know the precise number of publications.

Other indications of increased academic interest in school bullying 
include the number of papers devoted to the subject at international confer-
ences. For instance, the 2016 meeting of the American Society of Criminology 
showcased fifty presentation titles addressing schools and another twenty-
two addressing bullying. New journals have been introduced, including the 
Journal of School Violence in 2002 and the International Journal of Bullying 
Prevention in March 2019, the latter sponsored by the International Bullying 
Prevention Association. Many other journals have devoted special issues to 
school bullying, including American Psychologist (2015), Journal of Adolescence 
(2017), and the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health (2019), to name a few.

Notwithstanding this explosion of research, important questions remain 
about many aspects of school bullying, something we explore in detail in this 
volume. There are fundamental questions about how bullying and cyberbul-
lying ought to be defined and measured, how bullying is related to and dif-
ferent from other forms of peer aggression, and how trajectories of bullying 
and victimization develop over childhood and adolescence, among many 
others. Because psychological approaches and quantitative measurement 
have dominated bullying research, there is much to learn from continuing 
the more recent sociological and cultural approaches as well as greater use of 
qualitative research methods and mixed methods research.

T H E  M O T I VAT I O N  B E H I N D  C R I M I N O L O GY  E X P L A I N S

The idea for a book series arose when one of us was teaching a class that had 
equal numbers of criminology and psychology students and thus had to pro-
vide an overview of each field to the students. Since we were working on our 
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book Confronting School Bullying at the time, we decided to introduce crimi-
nological theories by defining each and then describing how they would 
explain school bullying. It appeared that students more clearly saw the simi-
larities and differences among the theories because they were being applied 
to the same phenomenon. We quickly applied this concept to our teaching 
of the course Criminology. We have found that criminology textbooks offer 
a detailed and comprehensive discussion of a wide variety of criminological 
theories and crimes, but they do not typically have a “through line” that 
would allow the reader to make connections across theories and chapters. 
Such texts frequently promise a “bio-psycho-social model” but in fact offer a 
section on biological influences, some on psychological theories, and some on 
social and cultural models. In order to overcome this, we assigned students 
to locate articles about bullying that used various levels of explanation, and 
students presented their research as we moved through the book. Again, we 
found that students were able to make clearer connections across theories 
because of the focus on the same dependent variable.

By focusing all of the theories on one problem, volumes in Criminology 
Explains, including this one, provide a through line, allowing for greater 
synthesis and thus deeper and longer-lasting retention of learning. Applying 
different (and sometimes wildly divergent and conflicting) explanatory mod-
els to the same problem serves to highlight the similarities and differences 
among the theories, and allows linkages across explanatory levels and across 
time and geography. The intent, then, is to emphasize the “social-ecological 
model,” which views social phenomena as having multiple inputs at different 
levels of influence that include individuals, institutions, communities, and 
larger social and cultural structures and processes. We designed the volumes 
in part to be an adjunct to criminology textbooks, with chapters arranged in 
the same general order as most such textbooks.

T H E  D E S I G N  A N D  O R G A N I Z AT I O N  O F  T H I S  V O L U M E

In this volume, we have provided a broad overview of how criminological 
theory can enlighten our understanding of school bullying. Given the conflict 
between the massive amount of academic work about school bullying on the 
one hand, as noted above, and our space limitations on the other hand, we are 
not able to delve deeply into all aspects of the phenomenon. We also note that 
research applying criminological theory to school bullying is a relatively 
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recent development (picking up around 2008 or 2009), and so have done our 
best to fill in gaps in the literature when necessary. We also included research 
that is not explicitly criminological but that appears to mirror or invoke 
criminological theories or principles. For example, much research that 
explains peer influences is based in psychological theories but also suggests 
aspects of differential association theory from criminology. We also provide 
an overall impression of the utility of criminological theory to explain school 
bullying. For example, some research suggests that school bullying is actually 
quite normative, and some commentators have questioned whether applying 
criminological theory to school bullying contributes to the criminalization of 
student behavior more generally. That is certainly not our intention—rather, 
we believe such theory can have broad application because much of it was 
theorized and tested in adolescent populations as to a variety of delinquency 
behaviors, including those based in aggression.

We have designed the chapters to be read in conjunction with correspond-
ing chapters in criminology textbooks, but the book also stands alone. Given 
this focus, we have attempted to devote relatively less space to descriptions of 
theory and more to applications of it. Chapter 1 offers an overview of school 
bullying, describing its nature and extent, definitional and measurement 
issues and challenges, how the phenomenon has been socially constructed, 
and various methods of response and prevention. The chapter ends with a 
brief discussion of the social-ecological model. Chapters 2 through 7 apply 
criminological theories. Chapter 2 discusses victimization, lifestyle, and 
deterrence theories. Chapter 3 considers individual-level (micro) theories at 
the biosocial and psychological levels. Chapter 4 discusses social structure 
theories, including social disorganization, strain, and subcultural theories. 
Chapter 5 looks at social process theories, including social learning, social 
control, and social reaction (or labeling). Chapter 6 explores various critical 
theories, such as feminist theory and critical race theory. Chapter 7 addresses 
integrated, developmental, and life course theories as well as the social- 
ecological view that incorporates “nested” levels of theory (i.e., micro to 
macro). Each of these chapters also includes a discussion of the policy impli-
cations that emerge from the theories covered and a Policy Box that asks 
readers to apply theoretical constructs to school bullying response and 
prevention.
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School bullying, an age-old phenomenon, has only come to be recognized as 
an international public health concern in the twenty-first century (Olweus, 
Limber, and Breivik 2019). Research shows that bullying is correlated with 
serious harm to victims, bullies, and bully-victims, as well as to perpetrators, 
bystanders, families, and the school environment. All fifty US states and the 
District of Columbia have enacted antibullying statutes, and nearly all 
schools and school districts in the United States have adopted antibullying 
policies and programs. The construction of bullying as a serious social prob-
lem involved a confluence of parties (researchers and other experts, educators, 
and celebrities), social movements such as the demand for greater LGBTQ 
rights, and institutions (media, politics, and commercial interests), resulting 
in an “antibullying industry” (Cohen and Brooks 2014) or a “psychology-
commercial complex” (Boge and Larsson 2018).

This chapter provides an overview of school bullying, including how inter-
ested parties have defined and measured it, and how prevalent it is. The chap-
ter then details some of bullying’s harms to victims, perpetrators, and others 
and explains how schools and other institutions have sought to prevent and 
respond to it. The chapter concludes with a brief explanation of the social-
ecological model and its relevance to the remainder of the book.

D E F I N I N G  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

Many groups need to have workable definitions of school bullying, including 
researchers, policy makers, and legislators (Patchin and Hinduja 2015). 

O N E

The Nature, Scope, and Response to 
School Bullying
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Educators and students also need valid bullying definitions in order to evalu-
ate and respond to it.

Academic Definitions

Social scientists require definitions of phenomena that are clear and consist-
ent. It is thus surprising that, despite the prominence of bullying as a social 
problem, the term has been inconsistently defined (Green, Furlong, and Felix 
2017).

Traditional Bullying Academic research has mostly coalesced around the 
definition developed by Dan Olweus (Volk et al. 2012): “aggressive behavior 
or intentional ‘harm doing,’ which is carried out repeatedly and over time in 
an interpersonal relationship characterized by an imbalance of power” or in 
which the subject is unable to defend himself or herself (Olweus 1993, 8–9). 
The element of intentionality distinguishes bullying from harassment, which 
depends not on intent but on the victim’s perceptions (Cascardi et al. 2014). 
The element of repetition emphasizes bullying’s systematic nature and sepa-
rates it from fighting. The power imbalance element differentiates bullying 
from teasing, roughhousing, and other types of aggression between equals 
(Green, Furlong, and Felix 2017). The power imbalance is sometimes based 
in physicality—that is, where the bully is bigger, stronger, or older (Langos 
2012). However, the imbalance can also be rooted in social or intellectual 
power (Espelage 2018), including one’s status in a peer network (Faris and 
Felmlee 2011b; Nelson et al. 2019), and in cultural norms such as notions of 
“proper” sexual and gendered behavior (Rosen and Nofziger 2018).

Academic researchers have further categorized bullying as direct or indirect. 
Direct bullying occurs in the presence of the victim and involves physical and/
or verbal aggression, while indirect bullying is aggressive communication that is 
not directed at the victim, such as spreading false and damaging rumors 
(Gladden et al. 2014, 7). Much of indirect bullying is also “covert”—that is, 
hidden from or not easily recognized by adults (Barnes et al. 2012). Researchers 
have also broken down bullying into subtypes that include physical, verbal, rela-
tional, destruction of property (Gladden et al. 2014, 7–8), and cyberbullying.

Researchers have questioned the Olweus conceptualization (e.g., Rawlings 
2016; Walton 2011). Some have called for relatively minor tweaks, as in the 
“uniform definition” of bullying issued by US federal agencies (Gladden et 
al. 2014, 7). Others have argued for changes that are more significant. For 



N A T U R E ,  S C O P E ,  A N d  R E S P O N S E  T O  S C h O O L  B U L L Y I N g  •  9

example, Volk, Dane, and Marini (2014) conceptualized bullying as “aggres-
sive, goal-directed behavior that harms another individual within the context 
of a power imbalance” (328, emphasis added). Others have gone further and 
suggested that bullying be seen as a multidimensional construct that includes 
the form of aggression (physical, verbal, social, or cyber) and its functions 
(offensive, defensive, or instrumental aggression; Little et al. 2003). Some 
researchers have also conceptualized bystander behaviors multidimensionally 
(e.g., Lambe and Craig 2020).

Cyberbullying A leading question is whether cyberbullying can be “plugged 
into” the Olweus definition (Tokunaga 2010). Because there is high corre-
spondence between cyber and traditional perpetration, and cyber and tradi-
tional victimization (Gini, Card, and Pozzoli 2018; Modecki et al. 2014), 
many researchers conceptualize cyberbullying as simply bullying through 
electronic means (e.g., Gladden et al. 2014, 8; Kowalski et al. 2014). Other 
researchers have questioned whether the Olweus elements apply to cyberbul-
lying. For instance, some have argued that “repetition” by the initial perpetra-
tor should not be required because digital postings can be easily shared and 
repeatedly viewed by others (e.g., Grigg 2010; Englander et al. 2017; Langos 
2012; Patchin and Hinduja 2015). Researchers have also debated the “power 
imbalance” element as to cyberbullying. It could be that

• power relations in the “online world” mimic those in the “real world,” 
given that traditional bullying and cyberbullying significantly overlap, or

• power may flow from one’s technical proficiency with digital communi-
cation technologies (Langos 2012; Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 2008); 
a claim that applied research has not clearly supported (Grigg 2010), or

• cyberspace represents an “equalizing arena for individuals of varying 
physical strengths to aggress” (Barlett et al. 2017, 23).

Other researchers have argued that cyberbullying relates more to other 
types of online aggression than it does to traditional bullying. Grigg (2010) 
grouped cyberbullying behaviors with electronic stalking, harassment, hack-
ing accounts, and spreading viruses (151). Pyżalski (2012) proposed the con-
cept “electronic aggression” after finding that a significant percentage of the 
Polish schoolchildren in his study had acted aggressively online against per-
sons outside their peer group and that only 25 percent of students’ online 
aggression qualified as cyberbullying.
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Lay Understandings of Traditional  

Bullying and Cyberbullying

Research has demonstrated differences in understandings of bullying, both 
within groups and between groups. An example of intragroup differences is 
that teachers’ perceptions “can be [differentially] shaped by time spent in the 
profession and confidence in managing aggressive behavior” (Chandler 2018, 
37, citing Reid, Monsen, and Rivers 2004) and can vary according to the 
source of information being accessed (Rigby 2018). Parents’ definitions also 
vary widely (see Harcourt, Jasperse, and Green 2014), and children define 
bullying differently as they develop (Smith et al. 2002). An example of inter-
group differences is the finding that teachers and students differed as to 
which Olweus definitional elements to include (Naylor et al. 2006). 
Understandings of bullying also have cultural and linguistic influences 
(Maunder and Crafter 2018; Sittichai and Smith 2015; Smith and Monks 
2008). Bullying manifests differently in Eastern and Western cultures 
(Smith, Kwak, and Toda 2016). Additionally, the word bullying does not 
always have a clear counterpart in many languages, and use of words that 
seem similar may result in under- or overreporting (Smith et al. 2002). 
Unfortunately, standardized measures may not capture these differences 
(Gaffney, Farrington, and Ttofi 2019).

Relatively few studies have asked participants to explain cyberbullying 
(Alipan et al. 2015), and studies have shown mixed results. Not all partici-
pants have supported the notion of a power differential (Vandebosch and 
Van Cleemput 2008), and participants’ interpretation may depend on the 
perpetrator’s intent and/or the victim’s experience (Baldasare et al. 2012; 
Vandebosch and van Cleemput 2008). Given these differences, it is impor-
tant that researchers define cyberbullying in a way that resonates with par-
ticipants’ understanding (Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017), but this may be 
difficult if there is so much intragroup variability.

The News Media’s Construction of School Bullying

The news media were drawn to school bullying by three “moral shocks” (see 
Jasper and Poulsen 1995)—the Columbine school shooting in 1999 and two 
deaths by suicide (termed “bullycides” by some media) in 2010, discussed fur-
ther in this chapter’s Policy Box. Media outlets blamed the Columbine mas-
sacre in part on the perpetrators having been bullied, although Cullen (2010) 
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effectively debunked that long-held assumption. News media linked both 
suicides to clusters of supposedly similar ones (Cohen and Brooks 2014). 
Moreno et al. (2019) showed that much of the news coverage in the bullycides 
era has been fear based, more so for cyberbullying (more than 40 percent) 
than traditional bullying (about 20 percent). Similarly, coverage in Spanish 
media was sensationalist, focusing on the extreme outcome of victim suicides 
(see Blanco-Castilla and Cano-Galindo 2019).

While news media initially seemed to draw from the Olweus elements, 
they expanded the scope of the bullying “epidemic” to take in an increasing 
range of behavior, including less serious behaviors such as teasing or rough-
housing and more serious harms such as assaults and even homicide (Cohen 
and Brooks 2014).

Legislative Definitions

Every US state and the District of Columbia have enacted antibullying legisla-
tion (Sacco et al. 2012), with a few states having criminalized some forms of 
school bullying (United States Department of Education 2011). Statutory defi-
nitions vary widely, including as to specific actions (physical, verbal, or writ-
ten), the intent of the aggressor, and harm to the victim. Sacco et al. (2012) 
noted, “in many instances, minor language, omitted or inserted into laws, can 
significantly alter the way in which the behavior and circumstances are legally 
defined (e.g., inclusion of the terms ‘physical,’ ‘overt,’ or ‘repeated’)” (4).

Notably, as of 2012, few statutes followed research-based bullying defini-
tions (Sacco et al. 2012, 5). In fact, many statutes’ conceptions “go well beyond 
research-based definitions of bullying” because they borrow language from 
statutes defining harassment (United States Department of Education 2011, 
17). Language in twenty-two state statutes uses the terms “bullying,” “harass-
ment,” and “intimidation” interchangeably, fourteen restrict their statute to 
“bullying,” and another eight include both “bullying” and “harassment” but 
define them separately (Cascardi et al. 2014, 265).

Why Definitions Matter

Researchers have also sometimes failed to differentiate bullying distinctly 
from harassment and other types of peer aggression, creating “the potential 
to obscure important differences in etiology, impact, and effective preven-
tion” (Cascardi et al. 2014, 255). This is of particular concern because some 
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evidence has shown that bullying has unique, and more serious, harms com-
pared to other peer aggression (e.g., Ybarra, Espelage, and Mitchell 2014) and 
thus requires a different set of responses (Cornell and Limber 2015). It is dif-
ficult to develop evidence-based interventions and prevention methods if 
definitions vary or are uncertain (Corcoran, McGuckin, and Prentice 2015; 
United States Department of Education 2011).

The consistency and specificity of definitions also matter to teachers, 
administrators, and students. Most school districts require teachers and 
administrators to take action after alleged bullying incidents, such as report-
ing to the victim’s parents and taking disciplinary action against the perpe-
trator. Since discipline must be consistent to be effective, teachers’ and 
administrators’ definitions should align with those of parents and students. 
In addition, bullying victims require different types of support than do other 
victims of peer harassment. Finally, a clash of definitions between those of 
adults and those of children can lead to poor outcomes, such as a decline in 
trust (e.g., Chandler 2018).

O P E R AT I O N A L I Z I N G  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

Operationalizing means to turn a concept into something measurable. Even 
after decades of research, “measurement is still the Achilles’ heel of bullying 
research” (Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017, 36) because it “is fraught with 
difficulty” (Vessey et al. 2014, 820).

Bullying researchers have relied mostly on quantitative measures devel-
oped in the field of psychology (Eriksen 2018). More than 80 percent of 
reported studies have used self-report measures (Vivolo-Kantor et al. 2014). 
As of 2011, there were at least thirty-three such measures (Hamburger, Basile, 
and Vivolo 2011), although there are few separate measures of cyberbullying 
specifically (Vivolo-Kantor et al. 2014). Self-report measures are widely used 
because they are low cost, quick to administer, and easy to calculate. 
Researchers such as Olweus (2013) have argued that students are in the best 
position to know their own roles and behaviors; however, there is little 
research as to whether self-report methods produce more accurate assess-
ments (Vivolo-Kantor et al. 2014). Another method, nomination, involves 
asking various informants, such as teachers, parents, and (usually) peers, to 
identify victims and perpetrators. An emerging method is network analysis, 
which examines how students are connected in order to reveal social patterns 
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of peer aggression (e.g., Faris and Felmlee 2011a, 2011b, 2014; Veenstra et al. 
2013; Verlinden et al. 2014). Researchers use this method to “inform teachers 
about the group structure of their classroom, to give personal advice on their 
students’ relationships, and to make a tailored plan to assist or intervene with 
those relationships” (Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017, 38). If used longitu-
dinally, the method can answer questions such as whether existing friend 
groups bully students or whether those who bully students become friends 
(Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017).

It is important that measures be valid and reliable. Reliability means how 
free from measurement error a measure is—that is, how consistent it is. 
Bullying researchers have focused more on reliability than validity (accuracy). 
Thus, Casper, Meter, and Card (2015) suggested that researchers have sacrificed 
the latter for the former. Even so, rigorous analysis has provided only limited 
support for reliability of instruments (see Vessey et al. 2014). Peer nominations 
are more reliable than self-reports because they come from multiple sources. 
However, they are subject to “biases related to reputational effects, prejudice, 
or non-bullying relationship problems,” and depend on peers having observed 
the bullying, some of which may be covert (e.g., relational or cyberbullying; 
Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage 2017, 38). Reliability also suffers when groups of 
students interpret the same behaviors differently. For instance, in one study, 
boys and minority students were less likely to label an incident “bullying” than 
were, respectively, girls and white students, even though all groups reported 
being subjected to similar bullying behaviors (Lai and Kao 2018).

Validity takes several forms; generally, it is an assessment of accuracy—
how well a researcher has translated a concept into measurement (i.e., how 
well it measures what it is supposed to measure). Thus far, bullying research 
“has not strongly focused on the theoretical validity of its measures” (Volk, 
Veenstra, and Espelage 2017, 37). Of primary concern is variation in the 
assessment of bullying’s elements (Cascardi et al. 2014). Assuming that the 
Olweus conception is the “correct” one, researchers would need to measure 
each of its elements in order to have content validity (that is, to take in all 
aspects of the term’s meaning). However, Vivolo-Kantor et al. (2014) found 
fewer than half of the questionnaires in the studies they reviewed included 
all the elements. (This is aside from the question of whether the Olweus defi-
nition actually comports with students’ own perceptions of what constitutes 
bullying [Harbin et al. 2019].) Even where a questionnaire defines bullying’s 
elements, validity issues can still arise. For instance, Kaufman, Huitsing, and 
Veenstra (2020) administered a refined version of the Olweus Bully/Victim 
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Questionnaire and found that “more than half of the self-reported victims 
did not experience all characteristics of bullying.” The “power imbalance” 
element was the most likely for respondents to ignore. Another challenge to 
validity is that bullying is dynamic and highly dependent on context and 
interpretation. For instance, the “power differential . . . can change depend-
ing on the circumstances of a specific aggressive episode” (Cascardi et al. 
2014, 254), and children draw on context to interpret whether bullying 
occurred (Forsberg 2019).

There is also rather weak concurrent validity across measures—that is, 
different measures sometimes produce different prevalence rates and classify 
different students as bullied and nonbullied (Cascardi et al. 2014). In addi-
tion, the agreement between self-reports and nominations by teachers or 
peers is only modestly positive (Branson and Cornell 2009; Lee and Cornell 
2009).

Many researchers have called for more qualitative research to better 
understand children’s experiences (e.g., Tholander, Lindberg, and Svensson 
2019) and to help explain the relatively low success rates of bullying interven-
tions (see Patton et al. 2017). Qualitative research explores how participants 
construct their understanding of school bullying, how this understanding 
plays out within particular institutional and cultural settings, and how all of 
this fits with researchers’ notions of the phenomenon (Maunder and Crafter 
2018; Patton et al. 2017). It can involve methods such as in-depth interviews 
(e.g., Side and Johnson 2014), focus groups (e.g., Chandler 2018), content 
analysis (e.g., Osvaldsson 2011), ethnography (e.g., Gumpel, Zioni-Koren, and 
Bekerman 2014; Thornberg 2018), and other methods that involve direct 
observation. For instance, Craig and Pepler employed cameras and wireless 
microphones to record students’ interactions on playgrounds (1998; Craig, 
Pepler, and Atlas 2000), thus capturing language and behavior that usually 
occur beyond adults’ perceptions and “revealing new insights about [the] 
forms, frequency, and social structures” of school bullying (Volk, Veenstra, 
and Espelage 2017, 39).

Qualitative research can also explore what a student is bullying—or being 
bullied—about (e.g., physical characteristics, race/ethnicity, sexual orienta-
tion), a question absent from nearly all quantitative measures (American 
Educational Research Association 2013). This question is important because, 
for example, ethnic/cultural bullying is difficult to detect with current 
instruments (Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al. 2019), and it is correlated more 
strongly with poor health outcomes than is traditional bullying (Russell  
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et al. 2012). However, qualitative measures have their own reliability and 
validity challenges. For instance, observations are better at capturing physical 
aggression than relational aggression, and direct observations of cyberbully-
ing have many practical limitations. In addition, ethnographic findings may 
not be generalizable to other populations.

P R E VA L E N C E  O F  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

Researchers have reported wide variation in the percentage of students who 
are involved in bullying, due to a number of factors, including the reliability 
and validity issues identified above (Modecki et al. 2014; Selkie, Fales, and 
Moreno 2016; Vivolo-Kantor et al. 2014). For instance, Selkie, Fales, and 
Moreno (2016) noted highly varying rates of cyberbullying perpetration (1–41 
percent) and victimization (3–72 percent) in the fifty-eight studies they exam-
ined (129). Schwartz, Proctor, and Chien (2001) reported varying percentages 
of students who are bully-victims—from 0.4 percent to nearly 29 percent—
across ten studies using self-reports. Use of peer reports results in less varia-
tion in the percentage of bully-victims (from 6 percent to 10 percent), yet this 
is still a large difference in relative terms (Yang and Salmivalli 2013).

Meta-analyses, which create average means across many studies, show bul-
lying perpetration and victimization are common. For instance, a meta-
analysis of eighty studies reported a mean rate of 35 percent for traditional 
bullying perpetration and 36 percent for traditional victimization, and 15 
percent for cyberbullying and 16 percent for cybervictimization, with a great 
deal of overlap between cyber and traditional bullying (Modecki et al. 2014). 
Large-scale population studies, particularity recent ones, have shown lower 
but still troubling prevalence rates. One 2015 study found 20.8 percent of 
students in grades six through twelve had been bullied during the 2014–2015 
school year (United States Department of Education 2016b), a significant 
decline in victimization from the rate of 27.8 percent during the 2010–2011 
school year (United States Department of Education 2013). Some localized 
studies show decreases that are even more dramatic. For instance, self-
reported bullying victimization among students in grades four through 
twelve in more than one hundred Maryland schools declined from 28.5 per-
cent in 2005 to 13.4 percent in 2014 (Waasdorp et al. 2017). Changes in rates 
could result from actual changes in behavior or could be an artifact caused 
by phenomena such as response shift (see Shaw, Cross, and Zubrick 2015) or 
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the sensitization effect (e.g., Cornell and Bandyopadhyay 2010). For 
instance, students in schools that have higher-quality antibullying policies 
sometimes report more victimization, with more distress (e.g., Gower, 
Cousin, and Borowsky 2017). One possible explanation is that high-quality 
policies tend to encourage more reporting, a sensitization effect.

Large studies and meta-analyses have found that girls are more likely to be 
victims of cyber, relational, and verbal forms, while boys are more likely to be 
victims of physical bullying (e.g., Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015). However, 
there may be an “age × gender” effect. In their meta-analysis, Barlett and 
Coyne (2014) found that in high school, girls were more likely to cyberbully 
while younger and boys while older. As to race, studies are mixed, showing 
African American students reporting victimization rates that are either 
lower (e.g., Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015) or higher (United States 
Department of Education 2016a) than those of white students, while other 
studies show reporting varies by race depending on the method of measure-
ment (Lai and Kao 2018; Sawyer, Bradshaw, and O’Brennan 2008).

Cross-nationally, about one in three students reports having been bullied, 
but there is a great deal of geographical variation, from a low of 22.8 percent 
in the Caribbean to 48.2 percent in sub-Saharan Africa (UNESCO 2018). 
Just as in studies in the United States, cross-national studies have reported 
general declines in bullying perpetration and victimization (e.g., Molcho et 
al. 2009 [1994–2006 period]; Rigby and Smith 2011 [1990–2009 period]). 
However, there are indications that the rate of cyberbullying may have 
increased over these periods (Yang and Grinshteyn 2016). Within the United 
States, rates also vary widely, with one study showing a low of 14.1 percent in 
Alabama and a high of 26.7 percent in South Dakota, with a national mean 
of 19.8 percent (Hatzenbuehler et al. 2015).

H A R M S  A S S O C I AT E D  W I T H  P E R P E T R AT I O N  A N D 

V I C T I M I Z AT I O N

There is a large body of research detailing negative correlates of bullying and 
other peer victimization. Although researchers frequently use terms like 
harm or outcomes, it is important to understand several complicating factors 
to identifying causality. (We use the term harm here for ease of reference.) 
First, researchers mostly classify bullies and victims as monolithic categories 
when in fact there are various “latent statuses” (subtypes) within each of 
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these categories. In addition, while researchers classify various “types” or 
“subtypes,” differences between bullies and nonbullies actually “are a matter 
of degree rather than a difference in kind” (Walters and Espelage 2019), and 
this is likely true for differences among bullies and among victims. Second, 
there are many risk and protective factors to both bullying and victimization 
(McDougall and Vaillancourt 2015), and thus there is no single or common 
outcome for either perpetrators or victims, a concept known generally as 
multifinality (Cicchetti and Rogosch 1996). Third, and relatedly, much bul-
lying research has ignored the effects of confounding factors (Bouffard and 
Koeppel 2014; Wong and Schonlau 2013). Thus, while studies show correla-
tions between bullying victimization and various harms, “it is difficult to 
identify the underlying mechanisms that explain the relation between bully-
ing victimization and maladaptive development” (Connolly and Beaver 2016, 
1236). For instance, the link between bullying involvement and suicide is 
likely confounded by a number of individual-level variables, as noted in this 
chapter’s Policy Box. The same is true of causal mechanisms that link bully-
ing perpetration to harm.

Harm to Victims

Victims may experience a variety of harms and can be revictimized through 
unsupportive responses from parents and teachers that leave the student a 
“rejected victim” (Tholander 2019). Victimization appears to be associated 
with somewhat lower academic achievement (see Delprato, Akyeampong, and 
Dunne 2017), including as to cyber victimization specifically (e.g., Gardella, 
Fisher, and Teurbe-Tolon 2017). One study found that only relational bullying 
(and not the cyber or physical forms) affected academic performance (Torres, 
D’Alessio, and Stolzenberg 2020). However, lower achievement has not been 
a universal finding as to traditional bullying (e.g., Georgiou 2008) or cyberbul-
lying (e.g., Kowalski et al. 2014). Some national US studies also indicate that 
victimization is associated with increased absenteeism (Gardella, Fisher, and 
Teurbe-Tolon 2017; Grinshteyn and Yang 2017; Steiner and Rasberry 2015). 
Other studies have linked higher levels of teasing and bullying to poorer 
school-wide outcomes, such as standardized exam scores (Lacey and Cornell 
2013; Lacey, Cornell, and Konold 2017) and high school dropout rates (Cornell 
et al. 2013), even after controlling for school-level variables.

Meta-analytic reviews have found correlations between bullying victimiza-
tion and various internalizing symptoms (e.g., Evans, Smokowski, and Cotter 
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2014; Gini and Pozzoli 2009; Gini et al. 2014; Holt et al. 2015; Låftman et al. 
2018; Moore et al. 2017; van Dam et al. 2012), including as to cyber victimiza-
tion specifically (Kowalski et al. 2014). Some researchers have even advocated 
for a new disorder called “postbullying disorder” (Arnout, Alshehri, Assiri, 
and Al-Qadimi 2020). Other meta-analyses have found disproportionally 
negative outcomes among particular groups, such as sexual minority youth 
(e.g., Collier et al. 2013). Individual studies have linked victimization with a 
whole host of physiological symptoms and problems in children (Alhafez and 
Masri 2019; Arana et al. 2018; Chen et al. 2018; Copeland et al. 2015; 
Donoghue and Meltzer 2018; Du Plessis et al. 2019; Ouellet-Morin et al. 2011; 
Serra-Negra et al. 2017; Sutin et al. 2016). Victimization has also been corre-
lated with externalizing behaviors, including various types of delinquent 
behaviors (DeCamp and Newby 2015; Park and Metcalfe 2020; Rusby et al. 
2005; Valdebenito, Ttofi, and Eisner 2015; Wong and Schonlau 2013). Findings 
about externalizing problems in victims may seem surprising, but the rela-
tionship could be due to investigators’ failure to sometimes distinguish 
between pure victims and bully-victims (Lester, Cross, and Shaw 2012), as 
well as between subtypes of victims.

Meta-analyses of longitudinal studies have found correlations between 
childhood victimization and internalizing symptoms as adults (Nielsen et al. 
2015; Ttofi et al. 2011). Individual studies have found childhood victimization 
to be correlated with poorer adult outcomes in health, education, and 
employment (Drydakis 2014; Gorman et al. 2019; Matthews et al. 2017; 
Sansone, Lam, and Wiederman 2010; Sweeting et al. 2020; Wolke et al. 2013). 
Researchers have developed biological (e.g., Vaillancourt, Hymel, and 
McDougall 2013) and psychological (Swearer and Hymel 2015b) models 
attempting to explicate how peer victimization can cause lifelong harm.

While researchers have demonstrated correlations, they differ as to 
whether there is a clear causal link between victimization and various nega-
tive symptoms, during childhood or afterward. Much of the research is cor-
relational—that is, researchers collected data at one time. The best evidence 
suggests that peer victimization is both an antecedent and a consequence of 
internalizing problems. In other words, there is a vicious circle where victimi-
zation causes internalizing problems while “internalizing problems . . . main-
tain and solidify children’s standing as a victim of peer torment” (Reijntjes et 
al. 2010, 250; see also Averdijk et al. 2016; Forbes et al. 2019; Gini, Card, and 
Pozzoli 2018). Evidence supports a stronger effect for “victimization to prob-
lems” pathway than vice versa.
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However, a meta-analysis (Schoeler et al. 2018) that claimed to have exam-
ined the “most stringent evidence” found that bullying victimization had 
only “small causal effects” (1237) on internalizing symptoms akin to those 
experienced after natural or human-caused disasters and that effects dissi-
pated over time. These diverse findings may be explained by a common fail-
ure to differentiate bully-victims as well as to account for the severity or 
chronicity of victimization. Research has shown a dose-response relation-
ship (that is, the more victimization, the more serious the symptoms), which 
supports the pathway where victimization causes poor outcomes. This has 
generally been a finding whether the “dose” is measured by the number of 
total types of victimization (physical, verbal, relational, or cyber; Hinduja 
and Patchin 2019; Hong et al. 2020; Wolke, Lee, and Guy 2017) or by its rela-
tive frequency, severity, and/or persistence (e.g., Bowes et al. 2013; Hong et al. 
2020; Klomek, Sourander, and Elonheimo 2015; Randa, Reyns, and Nobles 
2019; Smokowski, Evans, and Cotter 2014).

Researchers have also explored whether cyberbullying is correlated with 
different, or more severe, internalizing symptoms. Some individual studies 
have found that cyber victimization is linked to different types of internal-
izing and externalizing problems (e.g., Giumetti and Kowalski 2016). One 
meta-analysis found that victimization by bullying and cyberbullying each 
uniquely contributed to internalizing problems but that the difference in 
severity of symptoms was nonsignificant (Gini, Card, and Pozzoli 2018).

Harm to Perpetrators

Bullying perpetration is associated with some of the same negative symptoms 
during childhood as is victimization (Copeland et al. 2015; Gini and Pozzoli 
2009; Kowalski and Limber 2013; Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel et al. 2016). 
National studies have found a higher incidence of some psychiatric disorders 
and negative health behaviors among men who had bullied as children (e.g., 
Matthews et al. 2017; Vaughn et al. 2010). However, not all perpetrators are 
the same; rather, there appear to be “two social worlds of aggression”; some 
perpetrators are popular and have high social power (even though they may 
not be well liked), while other perpetrators are socially rejected (Farmer et al. 
2010). Perpetrators in the latter group demonstrate symptoms that are more 
negative than their popular peers do. This distinction may at least partly 
explain the dramatic differences in how researchers have portrayed bullies 
(see Rodkin, Espelage, and Hanish 2015) and the finding of some studies that 



20 •  C h A P T E R  O N E

perpetrators were not at greater risk of poor mental health (e.g., Romano et 
al. 2019).

Researchers have paid relatively less attention to bully-victims than to 
either “pure” bullies or victims. Of the three groups, bully-victims tend to have 
the highest rates of internalizing and externalizing symptoms as children 
(Kelly et al. 2015; Kowalski and Limber 2013; O’Moore and Kirkham 2001), 
although this finding has not been universal (e.g., Lereya et al. 2015). They also 
have been found to have the greatest impairment in adult functioning (Wolke 
et al. 2013). Thus, bully-victims tend to develop negative characteristics associ-
ated with both bullies and victims (Lereya et al. 2015). However, research has 
also shown that some of the attributes associated with bully-victims can miti-
gate the trajectories to later antisocial outcomes (Schwartz et al. 2018).

Harm to Bystanders and Others

Bystanders to bullying can suffer negative psychological consequences (Rigby 
and Slee 1993; Rivers et al. 2009). In addition, they may experience greater 
interpersonal sensitivity (i.e., witnesses worry about becoming the next vic-
tim) and heightened levels of hostility, perhaps because they need to resolve 
the cognitive dissonance “resulting from the discrepancy between their desire 
to intervene and their lack of action” (Rivers et al. 2009, 220). This is particu-
larly true for bystanders who have also been victims (Midgett and Doumas 
2019). School bullying also affects victims’ families; in one study, “parents 
described feeling upset, disappointed, frustrated, and powerless” about their 
children’s victimization (Harcourt, Green, and Bowden 2015, 8). In addition, 
school climate has been negatively correlated with school bullying, a relation-
ship we explore in chapter 4. There are even economic costs. One California 
study found that the state lost an estimated $78 million in unallocated funds 
due to missed school days of kids who were victimized by bias-based bullying 
and who did not feel safe to go to school (Baams, Talmage, and Russell 2017).

P R E V E N T I O N  O F,  A N D  R E S P O N S E S  T O,  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

There are many prevention approaches to school bullying. This section pro-
vides an overview of various methods of formal and informal social control 
of school bullying.
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School-Based Prevention Efforts

School-based programs range from one-off assemblies to “whole-school” 
approaches. This section focuses on whole-school interventions, which can 
be targeted at different “levels of influence,” including students, parents, 
teachers, and the school climate overall (Menesini and Salmivalli 2017, 248). 
Programs vary a great deal in terms of content, focus, participants, and inten-
sity. There are many programs; one meta-analysis reported sixty-five different 
programs among the one hundred studies it analyzed (Gaffney et al. 2019).

Most meta-analyses of prevention studies have reported a small, statisti-
cally significant reduction in bullying and/or victimization (e.g., Lee, Kim, 
and Kim 2015; Merrell et al. 2008; Mishna et al. 2011). Other analyses have 
reported somewhat larger effect sizes that suggest a theoretical reduction in 
bullying or cyberbullying of as much as 10–20 percent (Gaffney et al. 2019; 
Ttofi and Farrington 2011). The most effective approaches are whole-school 
programs, more intensive programs, and programs that include more compo-
nents (e.g., Cantone et al. 2015; Ttofi and Farrington 2011; Vreeman and 
Carroll 2007), although the last was not a uniform finding in the most com-
prehensive meta-analysis (Gaffney et al. 2019). Besides antibullying programs, 
schools can also engage in other activities, such as sponsoring gay-straight 
alliances that are associated with a reduction in bullying against sexual 
minority youth (Marx and Kettrey 2016).

Some researchers suggest that schools should concentrate on tertiary pre-
vention efforts aimed at frequent perpetrators rather than the entire student 
body, given (1) the relatively mild effects of school-wide interventions, (2) the 
percentage of interventions that have no effect, (3) methodological challenges 
and inconsistencies, and (4) the fact that a relatively small percentage of stu-
dents engage regularly in antisocial behaviors (e.g., Pepler et al. 2008; Ryoo, 
Wang, and Swearer 2015). We share the “urgent questions” posed by Menesini 
and Salmivalli (2017, 242) as to which programs work best and what are the 
most effective ingredients. Thus, we welcome the use of qualitative methods 
to explore impediments to program effectiveness among various populations, 
such as teachers (e.g., Cunningham, Rimas, et al. 2016) and students (e.g., 
Cunningham, Mapp et al. 2016). Because cyberbullying interventions have 
not been shown to be widely effective (Mishna et al. 2011), there is a strong 
need to develop and test evidence-based programs to address cyberbullying 
specifically (Della Cioppa, O’Neil, and Craig 2015).
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Formal Control outside the School System

Scholars have paid less attention to policy and political aspects than they 
have to other aspects of school bullying (Winburn, Winburn, and Niemeyer 
2014). Cohen and Brooks (2014) documented how in the United States 
responsibility for preventing school bullying, historically within the purview 
of schools and parents, shifted to the states through legislation, then to the 
federal level as policy makers considered laws or regulations that mandate 
state requirements, and then back down to the individual through the proc-
ess of criminalization and civil lawsuits. Kids, of course, are easy targets, 
because they lack power to construct their own realities or define their own 
situations in ways that inform or problematize the public discourse. Thus, 
they are the ultimate “docile bodies” that “can be subjected, used, transferred, 
and improved” (Foucault 1977, 136) without the inconvenience of having to 
recognize their own lived experiences.

Federal Response There is no federal antibullying statute, although con-
gressional committees have considered bills. This is not surprising because 
states have historically held much more control over public schools. Most 
federal antibullying policy has originated in executive branch agencies. For 
instance, the US Department of Education has issued several “Dear 
Colleague” letters to school authorities; one was based on Title VII (federal 
civil rights) and another opined that anti-LGBT bullying could be prohib-
ited by Title IX (prohibiting discrimination based on sex; Cornell and 
Limber 2015). Both of these letters ignited controversy, with some praising 
the department’s initiative and others decrying federal government overreach 
(see Marcus 2011; Melnick 2019). The US Department of Education issued 
another guideline about children with disabilities (Cornell and Limber 
2015). One problem with using civil rights laws to combat bullying is that 
such laws are not comprehensive, protecting only students who fall into par-
ticular categories (Cornell and Limber 2015).

State Statutes By 2015, every US state and the District of Columbia had 
enacted antibullying laws. Most laws contain a statement of purpose/scope 
and a description of prohibited behavior (Cornell and Limber 2015; United 
States Department of Education 2011). However, the laws vary a great deal as 
to other areas, including the specificity (or existence) of directives to local 
school districts in matters such as reporting requirements, disciplinary  
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policies, and prevention and support services (Weaver et al. 2013). About a 
third of the statutes prohibit bullying against members of certain enumer-
ated groups based on, for example, race, ethnicity, or sexual minority status 
(United States Department of Education 2011). In some states, whether to 
include sexual minority students became ensnared in the “culture wars,” with 
various conservative groups opposing granting “special status” to such stu-
dents (Cohen and Brooks 2014).

Rapid diffusion of antibullying statutes occurred due to two factors. First, 
bullying, at least in the public’s mind, is an issue of low complexity—
“everyone understands the concept of bullying” (Winburn, Winburn, and 
Niemeyer 2014, 516). Second, the issue developed high salience through mas-
sive media coverage. States frequently enacted statutes in direct response to 
media reports of either school shootings or suicides said to be linked to 
school bullying (Cohen and Brooks 2014; Winburn, Winburn, and Niemeyer 
2014). Cohen and Brooks (2014) pointed out that it was not the “bullycides” 
alone that whipped up media coverage, but the concomitant theme of “insti-
tutional failure,” wherein schools were blamed for not doing enough to stop 
bullying.

Researchers and policy makers have given relatively scant attention to 
examining the effectiveness of legislation, paying more attention to outlining 
the content of laws (e.g., United States Department of Education 2011), their 
recommended components (e.g., Horn 2000), and explanations for differ-
ences in the strength or content of laws (e.g., Mallinson 2016). Studies are 
mixed as to their preventive effects. One national US study reported a small 
reduction in bullying prevalence (8.4 percent) associated with having an 
antibullying statute (Nikolaou 2017), while another found that implementa-
tion of particular components recommended by the US Department of 
Education had a moderate effect in reducing bullying rates (Hatzenbuehler 
et al. 2015). Other studies have found significant but small correlations 
between measures of strength or quality of a state statute with reduced vic-
timization (e.g., Sabia and Bass 2017; Terry 2018). Researchers have also 
found that enumeration of sexual minority status in a state statute is corre-
lated with reduced reported victimization of that class, as well as suicidal 
ideation and attempts (e.g., Meyer et al. 2019), but this is likely due to those 
states’ overall commitment to equality (Waldmane 2017).

It would appear that to be effective, legal requirements must be faith-
fully  implemented and proper resources must be allocated. Researchers  
have reported various contextual and resource-based impediments to  
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implementation in several states (Bruening et al. 2018; Cron 2016; Hall and 
Chapman 2018; Martinez 2016). However, fidelity may not be of paramount 
concern. Zachry (2018) found that the degree of adherence to state require-
ments by 128 school divisions in Virginia was not correlated with the reported 
prevalence of bullying incidents in those districts.

Civil Litigation In 1999, the US Supreme Court decided Davis v. Monroe 
County Board of Education, which held schools that violate Title IX are sub-
ject to civil lawsuits if they allow sexual harassment to occur. Courts have 
applied the Davis principles to cases of bullying as well as harassment. Holben 
and Zirkel (2014) found 166 court decisions from 1992 to 2011; Cornell and 
Limber (2015) and Hinduja and Patchin (2015) discussed several specific cases 
where school districts have been sued for not doing enough to stop bullying. 
One student was awarded more than $1 million in damages when the school 
was found to have done little to stop years of harassment (Zeno v. Pine Plains 
Central School District [2nd Circuit, 2012]). While courts have ruled for the 
school districts in about two-thirds of these cases (see Holben and Zirkel 
2014), this may misstate the balance, considering that districts with weaker 
cases are more likely to settle before trial (Cornell and Limber 2015, 336). For 
instance, Minnesota’s Anoka-Hennepin School District settled a lawsuit for 
$270,000 and promised to reform its policies on sexual orientation discrimi-
nation (Bazelon 2012).

In some cases, parents have sought restraining orders against children who 
they claimed bullied their child at school. Sunny Hostin, CNN legal analyst, 
reported on a father who filed for a restraining order against his child’s 
fourteen-year-old bully. Hostin said, “I say bravo to the father. I think it’s 
using a tool to protect your child, and I like it” (Newsroom, January 27, 2012). 
In another instance, a restraining order was filed against a nine-year-old. 
When the bullying victim’s father was asked why he was bringing an attorney 
into the situation, he said, “I . . . tried to go through the school to handle 
these measures. Nothing was being done. My daughter was still being bul-
lied” (CNN’s Starting Point with Soledad O’Brien, April 24, 2012).

Criminalization As noted above, only a few states provide for potential 
criminal penalties for bullying per se. For instance, the Missouri legislature 
updated its criminal harassment law to include electronic communications, 
at least partly in response to concerns over cyberbullying raised by the Megan 
Meier case (Meredith 2010). Nevertheless, many bullying behaviors may 
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In this chapter, we discussed three bullycides that captured extensive 
attention of the media. Most of the media reports we reviewed made 
a direct link between the bullying and the suicides (Cohen and Brooks 
2014). The claim by CNN’s Tony harris about Phoebe Prince was typi-
cal: “hard to believe. Bullied to death, literally” (Newsroom, March 30, 
2010). however, news media paid scant attention to other factors that 
may have contributed to the suicides. For instance, Phoebe Prince’s 
prior psychiatric history, inflicting of self-harm, and loneliness about 
separation from her father did not emerge until after the trial (and even 
then, were not widely reported; Bazelon 2010). The media (along with 
prosecutors) also sometimes exaggerated the “abuse” that occurred, 
particularly in the Tyler Clementi case (see ABC’s 20/20, March 2, 2012). 
In each case, the criminal charges seemed to be a significant factor that 
created intense media interest and sustained coverage.

Prosecutors did not charge any of the defendants in these three 
cases with murder or causing a suicide, and it seems extremely 
unlikely that any of them would have been criminally charged had the 
suicides not occurred. The sentences in these cases make that obvi-
ous. dharun Ravi was sentenced to twenty days in jail in the Clementi 
case, two students in the Prince case plead guilty to criminal harass-
ment and were sentenced to probation, and the charges in the 
Rebecca Sedwick case were dismissed.

A meta-analysis by holt et al. (2015) found that the risk of self-
reported suicidal ideation and behaviors was two to four times higher 
in perpetrators, victims, and bully-victims compared to the nonin-
volved. however, most of the studies they examined did not measure 
other factors related to suicidality. The authors noted that bullying 
involvement “is likely only 1 factor among many that plays a role in 
youth suicidality” and that analysis by the US Centers for disease Con-
trol and Prevention found that “relationship problems, recent crises, 
mental health problems, and dating partner problems are more preva-
lent precipitating circumstances than bullying issues” (e506). In fact, 
studies have shown that the bullying-suicide connection becomes 
much weaker or nonexistent when controlling for these other factors 
(holt et al. 2015). Thus, experts believe that bullying alone would be 
very unlikely to drive a child to suicide. In most empirical studies,  
bullying accounts for a small amount of the variance in suicidal 
thoughts (e.g., between 4 and 7 percent in a study by Kowalski and 
Limber [2013] of nearly one thousand students). Thus holt et al. (2015) 
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amount to criminal acts in every state (e.g., stalking, harassment, or assault). 
Local communities have also sometimes turned to the criminal law. As 
reported on CNN’s Saturday Morning News (December 1, 2012), in response 
to the bullycide of Canadian teen Amanda Todd, “her hometown has 
launched a new antibullying campaign called ‘Be Someone’ that will allow 
police to issue fines to those caught bullying in public or online.” A town in 
Wisconsin passed an ordinance authorizing police “to ticket parents of bul-
lies, which could mean hefty [fines] that increase for chronic offender[s]” 
(CBS’s This Morning, June 8, 2013).

It is not possible to know how many times prosecutors have filed criminal 
charges in bullying cases. However, three cases received a great deal of 
national coverage. In each case, prosecutors charged the defendants with 
various crimes after alleged bullycides. The students were Phoebe Prince (a 

concluded, “The dearth of longitudinal studies in this area precludes 
sufficient examination of the long-term effects of bullying on suicidal 
behaviors, making statements such as ‘bullying causes suicide’ impos-
sible to substantiate” (e506).

Questions

1. Emily Bazelon researched the Prince case and wrote in Slate 
(2010), “There is no question that some of the teenagers facing 
criminal charges treated Phoebe cruelly. But not all of them did. 
And it’s hard to see how any of the kids going to trial this fall ever 
could have anticipated the consequences of their actions, for 
Phoebe or for themselves. Should we send teenagers to prison 
for being nasty to one another? Is it really fair to lay the burden of 
Phoebe’s suicide on these kids?” how would you respond to 
Bazelon’s questions?

2. CNN news anchor Kyra Phillips said the following on Newsroom 
(May 14, 2010): “School bullies [are] driving their victims to 
suicide . . . [and] in some cases, the bullies don’t give their victims 
any outs.” do you think that reporting such as this—as well as 
fictional accounts of suicides that seek to lay all the blame on 
others—sends to those contemplating suicide the dangerous 
message that there is no “out” for them?
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fifteen-year-old from Massachusetts who hanged herself), Tyler Clementi (a 
nineteen-year-old first-year college student in New Jersey who jumped off the 
George Washington Bridge), and Rebecca Sedwick (a twelve-year-old from 
Florida who leapt, or fell, from a cement plant tower). Five students were 
charged in the bullying of Prince, which involved mostly indirect and verbal 
bullying. Clementi’s dorm mate, Dharun Ravi, was accused of twice stream-
ing video of Clementi kissing a man. He was eventually convicted of invasion 
of privacy and bias intimidation (a type of hate crime). Sedwick was said to 
have taken her life after being bullied for a year by what news media reported 
to be fifteen girls, or as many as twenty according to her mother (CNN’s 
Anderson Cooper 360, October 15, 2013). The county sheriff ordered the 
unprecedented arrests of two of the girls (aged twelve and fourteen) for felony 
aggravated stalking (ABC’s World News, October 15, 2013). In this chapter’s 
Policy Box, we ask you to consider the ramifications of bringing criminal 
charges in cases of alleged bullycides.

E X P L A I N I N G  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G

As late as 2019, researchers wrote, “our scientific knowledge about explana-
tory variables for bullying behavior is still limited” (Zych, Ttofi, and 
Farrington 2019, 3). Addressing the “why” of school bullying has typically 
involved investigating factors thought to be correlated with bullying or vic-
timization, such as various traits or symptoms. Much of this research is not 
theory grounded. Maunder and Crafter (2018) recommended testing various 
sociocultural theories. Pascoe (2013) similarly called for a “sociology of bul-
lying,” noting that the differences that provoke bullying are not neutral but 
“reflect larger structural inequalities” (95). Similarly, Walton (2005) took 
note that most analysis “tends not to emphasize the ways in which markers 
of social difference . . . inform the nature and reflect the characteristics of 
bullying among children” (112). In this view, bullying is just an extreme form 
of what is already accepted in schools (Payne and Smith 2013).

We concur with researchers calling for consideration of larger social and 
cultural processes (e.g., Cullingford and Morrison 1995), within which bul-
lying’s “interpersonal relationship” (Olweus 1993) takes place. This includes 
influence of peer social networks (Merrin et al. 2018), institutional settings 
of schools (Ringrose and Rawlings 2015; Søndergaard 2012), and larger  
social and cultural factors (Eriksen 2018), along with their development and 



28 •  C h A P T E R  O N E

interplay. Thus, we support the “social-ecological model” for framing school 
bullying in its contexts, where there are various levels of contributing causes 
and thus various theories at each of those levels from which to draw (see 
Hong and Espelage 2012).

The rest of this book is meant to shed some light on the “why” question by 
examining how researchers have tested (or could test) various criminological 
explanations of school bullying. We should note a few things before we delve 
into theory. First, “criminological” theories are, in truth, attempts to explain 
and understand deviance rather than crime (Scheider 2002). Second, there 
are not necessarily clear distinctions between “criminological” and “non-
criminological” theories (particularly within micro theories). For example, 
public health models sometimes offer a similar approach to criminological 
ones (Ferrara et al. 2015). Third, bullying and other peer aggression may be 
normative behavior (i.e., nondeviant) or may be the “deviant” end point on a 
continuum of normative aggression (Faris and Felmlee 2011a, 2011b, 2014; 
Kerbs and Jolley 2007; Phillips 2003). Students may admire bullies and 
enable their bullying because bullies seem “cool” (Strindberg, Horton, and 
Thornberg 2019).

Finally, we want to be clear that while we support the emerging trend of 
applying criminological theory to school bullying—both because of the 
insights it can offer and because bullying has been associated with other juve-
nile deviance (e.g., weapons carrying; Lu et al. 2020) and adult criminality—
we do not support the criminalization of bullying or the introduction of “zero 
tolerance” policies that are punitive and frequently counterproductive, some-
thing we explore in chapter 5.
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The Classical School, with its focus on notions of free will and rationality, 
represented a radical challenge to the ruling ideologies of the time, which 
were based in demonology and often resulted in excruciatingly cruel and 
unpredictable forms of punishment meted out by the Church or other insti-
tutions of the ruling classes (Hagan 2011; Martin, Mutchnick, and Austin 
1990). In particular, Cesare Bonesana, Marchese di Beccaria (Cesare 
Beccaria; 1738–1794) and Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) argued for the reform 
of systems of punishment (Hagan 2011). Drawing on a utilitarian framework, 
Bentham based his understanding of human behavior (including deviance 
and crime) on the notion of a hedonistic calculus, or a rational considera-
tion of the balance between pleasure and pain. Both Beccaria and Bentham 
believed the goal of punishment should be to tip the scales so that the pain 
associated with engaging in crime was greater than the pleasure one derives. 
Beccaria, Bentham, and other classical theorists started from the notion that 
all people are driven by the pursuit of pleasure; therefore, they did not con-
cern themselves with explaining why someone might engage in deviant or 
illegal behavior. Instead, they focused on the creation of systems of law and 
punishment that would deter individuals from engaging in those behaviors.

While neoclassical theories draw on the Classical School’s emphasis on 
free will and rationality, they also reflect and incorporate aspects of positiv-
ism. As Walsh and Hemmens (2011) point out, neoclassical theorists rely on 
soft determinism “because although they believe that criminal behavior is 
ultimately a choice, the choice is made in the context of personal and situa-
tional constraints and the availability of opportunities” (77), or what 
Williams and McShane refer to as “soft free-will” (2010, 183). Unlike the 
pure rationality of classical theories, where behavioral choices are assumed to 
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be made in a cultural and social vacuum, neoclassical theories attempt to 
explore more deeply the processes through which rational decisions are made 
and how those decisions are shaped by individual (e.g., emotional), cultural 
(e.g., familial belief systems), societal (e.g., socioeconomic forces), and other 
factors.

The resurgence of classical thought through the development of neoclas-
sical theories was influenced by the rise in political conservatism of the late 
1970s and 1980s and the concomitant attention paid to the systematic study 
of victimization trends. These factors resulted in the development of a variety 
of theories that focused not only on rational decision-making, but also on the 
influence of victim characteristics and physical spaces. This chapter explores 
the application of classical and neoclassical theories of crime to school bully-
ing. It begins with a discussion of individual unit theories that have emerged 
from these broader theoretical perspectives. For each unit theory, we include 
a brief description of its basic tenets and a more detailed discussion of how 
that theory has been applied to school bullying.

D E T E R R E N C E  T H E O R Y

In his essay On Crimes and Punishments (originally published in Italian in 
1764), Beccaria articulated his formulation of appropriate punishment:

In order for punishment not to be . . . an act of violence of one or of many 
against a private citizen, it must be essentially public, prompt, necessary, the 
least possible in the given circumstances, proportionate to the crimes, [and] 
dictated by the laws. (99, as cited in Hagan, 2011)

Here we can see the foundations of deterrence theory, as well as the articula-
tion of the importance of individual rights and due process of law. We can 
also see an emphasis on proportionate punishment, a concept that Bentham 
also supported. Bentham considered punishment to be a form of evil that 
should only be used to deter other, more serious forms of evil (Williams and 
McShane 2010).

Deterrence theory has three primary components: celerity (swiftness), 
certainty, and severity. According to deterrence theory, a punishment that is 
swift, certain, and severe will be more likely to have a deterrent effect. In 
many ways, deterrence theory underlies current US criminal justice systems’ 
organization and operation. As we discuss shortly, US schools have also  
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predominantly operated under similar frameworks in formulating responses 
to school bullying and other forms of misbehavior. Both Bentham and 
Beccaria believed swiftness and certainty were more important components 
than severity. Ironically, contemporary applications of deterrence theory 
focus almost exclusively on the severity of punishment, an issue we discuss 
more fully in relation to the criminalization of school bullying.

Deterrence takes two primary forms: (1) specific deterrence, which is 
aimed at the individual who engaged in the behavior, and (2) general deter-
rence, which is aimed at sending a message to other individuals who might 
engage in similar behaviors. Deterrence theory is a theory of law making that 
assumes people operate with free will and make rational decisions regarding 
their behavior based on a calculation of whether the pleasure associated with 
a particular behavior will outweigh the pain associated with it. This requires 
that the consequences (i.e., punishment) of a behavior be made clear through 
the articulation of the law (or, in our case, school policies) and that the state 
(or school) implement punishments with due process and attention to the 
rights of individuals to be free from the arbitrary application of power.

Deterring School Bullying

Direct empirical tests of specific deterrence in relation to school bullying are 
rare and offer mixed results. Ayers et al. (2012) analyzed a subset of data from 
1,221 students collected as part of the School-Wide Information System 
(SWIS) surveys to measure the impact of discipline practices on the likeli-
hood of a disciplinary referral for the reoccurrence of bullying or aggressive 
behavior (542). The original SWIS data, from which this study drew a subset, 
came from 166 schools in sixty-five school districts across seven states (542). 
Their findings suggested a specific deterrent effect for interventions that 
involve “loss of privileges . . . that inhibit interaction with peers outside the 
classroom” and those that involve “parent-teacher conferences” and other 
“disciplinary strategies that involve the parents, teachers, and/or administra-
tors” (546). Exclusionary discipline strategies such as detention and suspen-
sion had no deterrent effect for youth in their study. These findings suggest 
that forms of punishment that are seemingly less severe but focus on the 
relational aspects of a student’s life are more likely to deter future bullying 
behavior than harsher, more severe punishments. Similarly, in their study  
of one thousand middle school students, Patchin and Hinduja (2018)  
found that “students are deterred more by the threat of punishment from 
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their parents and the school, and least deterred by the threat of punishment 
from the police” (190). They further reported that students perceived school 
punishment as most likely to occur in response to in-school bullying, while 
parental punishment was most likely to occur in response to cyberbullying. 
The youth perceived punishment by the police to be least likely, compared to 
school-based or parental punishment, suggesting a lack of certainty of punish-
ment, which would reduce the deterrent effect of the punishment, as sug-
gested by deterrence theory.

As further support for the importance of certainty of punishment, Hall 
(2017) conducted a systematic review of empirical studies that tested the 
effectiveness of policy interventions for school bullying. Hall found only a 
small proportion of studies (21 of 489) actually collected and analyzed data 
on the effectiveness of policy interventions, but noted the importance of 
“fidelity of implementation” as a mediating factor “between policy adoption 
or presence and the targeted policy outcome of student bullying” (58). It is 
not enough to have a policy on the books; schools must ensure consistent 
implementation of their policies so that students perceive punishment to be 
certain. We were unable to identify research that directly or indirectly tested 
the notion of celerity (swiftness) of punishment, although Hall’s notion of 
fidelity of implementation may imply the need for swift punishment. What 
Hall did not discuss, however, was the severity of punishment, which, like in 
the criminological literature, tends to be the focus of contemporary applica-
tions of deterrence theory. We turn now to how punishment severity mani-
fests in the bullying literature.

Severity of Punishment As we discussed in chapter 1, there has been a trend 
toward the criminalization of school and cyberbullying over the past several 
decades, especially in regard to the creation of state statutes and the exercise 
of prosecutorial discretion (see Cohen and Brooks 2014). Initial support for 
these types of approaches was common. For instance, in response to growing 
concerns regarding cyberbullying, Manuel (2011) articulated the need for a 
clear definition of cyberbullying as a criminal offense:

The elements of a criminal cyber-bullying . . . would be similar to that of 
criminal harassment: (1) willfully and knowingly engage in (2) malicious 
conduct, (3) directed at a specific person, (4) which seriously alarms and 
would cause a reasonable person of a similar disposition to suffer conditions 
of substantial emotional, psychological, or physical harm, including but not 
limited to psychiatric admission or suicide (5) through the arena of virtual 



space: including but not limited to blogs, social networking websites, elec-
tronic mail, telecommunication devices, and Internet communications. (248)

Notice than Manuel’s suggested elements of cyberbullying as a criminal 
offense do not actually address important aspects of the common definition 
of bullying (i.e., repetition or power imbalance), meaning that a wide range 
of behaviors not necessarily defined as bullying would be included in this 
criminal statute. This is consistent with state antibullying statutes that are 
based on harassment, as discussed in chapter 1. Manuel (2011) went on to 
suggest punishment that could include “imprisonment for no more than two 
years” (248). Manuel grounded this argument in the discourse of deterrence 
theory, suggesting that by “imposing this legislation, there would be a hope 
that criminalization would dissuade future cyber-bullies from victimizing 
one of their peers” (249). Albertson (2014) made a similar argument for the 
imposition of criminal sanctions for bullying in the state of Indiana, but with 
a more direct call to deterrence theory: “if criminal liability were imposed on 
children who committed acts of bullying, there would almost certainly be a 
general deterrent effect on other would-be bullies” (266; emphasis added).

Despite the fact that the originators of the Classical School placed least 
emphasis on severity of punishment, contemporary applications of deter-
rence theory are based in increasing severity, including “get tough” frame-
works such as criminalization and zero tolerance school discipline policies. 
However, that focus may do little to actually deter bullying, and often, as we 
discuss in later chapters, may exacerbate inequities for students. Moreover, 
Borgwald and Theixos (2013) found that zero tolerance policies are ineffective 
and may have a kind of displacement effect, causing bullying to become more 
covert or hidden, and, therefore, more difficult to identify and address. 
Borgwald and Theixos (2013) also pointed to prior research suggesting that 
punitive policies such as zero tolerance are “statistically counterproductive in 
reducing bullying in school” (151).

Others have similarly recognized the lack of evidence supporting a deterrent 
effect for punitive responses to bullying that focus on severity alone. In their 
analysis of antibullying legislation, Edmondson and Zeman (2011) noted, “most 
states relied exclusively on coercive laws, such as those authorizing expulsion or 
criminal indictments for bully conduct, that have induced schools to adopt 
policies proven ineffective in reducing bullying” (37). Swearer et al. (2017) 
seemed to agree with this assessment, noting that the push for zero tolerance 
policies “persists despite the overwhelming evidence that this approach does not 
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reduce bullying behavior and may even have significant costs in terms of greater 
school disengagement and involvement in the juvenile justice system” (26). 
Some of those who would be responsible for implementing responses grounded 
in the criminalization of school bullying, namely police, also agree. Through 
in-depth interviews with Canadian street patrol officers and school resource 
officers, Broll and Huey (2015) found that these officers did not “endorse 
attempts to criminalize everyday cyberbullying activities” (170), preferring, 
instead, approaches grounded in prevention through education. Dayton and 
Dupre (2009) similarly argued for legislative responses that focus on proactive, 
preventative approaches as opposed to punitive, reactive measures.

Despite the fact that classical theorists specifically downplayed the impor-
tance of punishment severity in comparison to swiftness and certainty, and 
the consistent evidence that harsh punishment and the criminalization of 
bullying are ineffective or counterproductive, support for such policies 
remains among the public, policy makers, and school administrators. In an 
analysis of perceptions of zero tolerance policies for school violence in South 
Korea, for instance, Kim and Oh (2017) found that some stakeholders 
(including students, parents, and school personnel) perceived such policies as 
creating a secure atmosphere and demanding full responsibility from stu-
dents, and thus found them desirable despite their negative side effects. Other 
stakeholders in this study perceived zero tolerance policies to emphasize pun-
ishment over education. Regardless of which of these perceptions the stake-
holders held, they all believed that zero tolerance policies “require consist-
ency and detailed criteria to minimize potential side effects” (74).

The “Lost” Element of Deterrence Deterrence theory not only argues for 
swift, certain, and proportionately severe punishments, it calls for due proc-
ess and fairness in the application of those punishments. While the school 
bullying research does not support the severity aspect of deterrence theory, it 
does provide relatively strong support for due process and fairness in the 
application of punishments. For instance, a major review of school crime 
control and prevention literature noted, “schools in which rules are clearly 
stated, are fair, and are consistently enforced, and in which students have 
participated in establishing mechanisms for reducing misbehavior, experi-
ence less disorder” (Cook, Gottfredson, and Na 2010, 317). Looking at school 
bullying specifically, Kupchik and Farina (2016) analyzed data from 4,288 
students surveyed for the School Crime Supplement of the National Crime 
Victimization Survey (SCS-NCVS). They found strong support for their 



hypothesis that “students in schools with rules and punishments perceived 
to be fair are less likely than others to be victims of bullying” (157). 
Importantly, they also noted, “the growing body of literature on school pun-
ishment demonstrates how rigid policing in schools, high suspension rates, 
and other hallmarks of contemporary school punishment and security erodes 
students’ perceptions of fairness” (157). In other words, a focus on increasing 
severity of punishment is ineffective in and of itself and also serves to decrease 
perceptions of fairness and due process, which in turn decreases the deterrent 
effect of those very policies.

In the school bullying literature, the notion of fairness in punishment is 
found within the concept of authoritative school discipline/climate, 
which consists of the imposition of strict but consistent rules, fairness, and 
respect (due process; Gerlinger and Wo 2016). Authoritative school disci-
pline/climate combines these disciplinary structures with student support 
efforts, such as encouraging positive and supportive teacher-student relation-
ships (Cornell and Huang 2016). Multiple studies have identified an associa-
tion between authoritative school discipline/climate and lower rates of bul-
lying (Cornell and Huang 2016; see also Cornell, Shulka, and Konold 2016; 
Gregory et al. 2010). Gerlinger and Wo (2016) found similar support for 
authoritative school discipline in their analysis of data from a sample of 
23,974 twelve- to eighteen-year-olds in schools across the United States. 
Gerlinger and Wo measured authoritative school discipline through student 
self-reports of their perception that (1) school rules were fair and strictly 
enforced, (2) punishment for breaking school rules was the same for all stu-
dents, and (3) teachers treated students with respect. Where students per-
ceived all of these characteristics to be true, the school was considered to have 
an authoritative discipline strategy. Gerlinger and Wo measured the associa-
tion between authoritative discipline strategy and three types of bullying 
victimization—verbal, physical, and relational—and found “the dual pres-
ence of school structure and support mechanisms was related to significantly 
lower levels of bullying” (147) for all three types.

In summary, deterrence theory’s focus on swift, certain, and (proportion-
ately) severe punishment finds mixed support in the literature on school 
bullying. However, this mixed support may be due to inaccurate interpreta-
tions of deterrence theory. A focus on only increasing severity (i.e., criminali-
zation and zero tolerance) will likely continue to be ineffective and, in many 
ways, counterproductive. However, if authoritative punishment regimens are 
developed, then the deterrent effect of punishment will likely increase.
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N E O C L A S S I C A L  T H E O R I E S :  C H O I C E ,  O P P O R T U N I T Y,  

A N D  V I C T I M I Z AT I O N

In an early articulation of rational choice theory, Clarke and Cornish (1985) 
explained criminal behavior “as the outcome of the offender’s broadly 
rational choices and decisions” (147). As a neoclassical theory, rational choice 
attempts to explain the process through which people make decisions, 
including factors that influence or constrain an individual’s range of choices. 
According to rational choice theory, these choices are oriented around the 
fulfillment of commonplace needs (Williams and McShane 2010). As Walsh 
(2012) noted, rational choice theorists focus less on the creation of motivated 
offenders and more on “the process of their choices to offend,” which is 
referred to as choice structuring (47). Choice structuring takes into consid-
eration not only the costs and benefits of engaging in a particular behavior, 
but also the relative opportunities to do so. Similar to other classical and 
neoclassical theorists, Clarke and Cornish (1985) were particularly concerned 
with crime control policy.

According to Clarke and Cornish (1985), rational choice theory makes the 
important distinction between decisions related to being involved in crime 
(involvement decisions), including initial involvement, continued involve-
ment, and desistance, versus decisions regarding how to engage in particular 
types of crime (event decisions). Further, Clarke and Cornish (1985) asserted 
that the ways in which individuals go about making both types of decisions 
are crime specific. In other words, involvement and event choices related to 
engaging in school bullying are significantly different from the choices related 
to engaging in shoplifting or murder. We were unable to find direct tests of 
rational choice theory’s applicability to school bullying, but many of the con-
cepts articulated by Clarke and Cornish (1985) have similarities with con-
structs articulated in the victimization theories considered in more detail here.

Victimization Theories

It is perhaps not surprising that much criminological theory attempts to 
explain why individuals or groups engage in criminal behavior. There have 
been, however, attempts to understand crime through the behaviors of crime 
victims. Some of these victimization theories problematically evoke notions 
of victim blaming. For instance, victim precipitation theory suggests that 
in some instances the behavior of the victim contributes to their experience 



of victimization. As originally developed by Marvin Wolfgang (1957), the 
notion of victim precipitation was limited to instances of homicide. This 
seems reasonable enough; however, the concept of victim precipitation was 
later expanded to include other forms of violence, such as aggravated assault 
(see Curtis 1974; Miethe 1985) and, in significantly problematic ways, rape 
(see Amir 1967). It is not hard to see why attempts to explain rape or other 
forms of sexual violence through victim precipitation theory would generate 
critique as a form of victim blaming. However, other victimization theories 
provide a less problematic analysis of victim behavior and its role in 
victimization.

Cohen and Felson (1979) developed routine activity theory (or what they 
themselves refer to as the routine activity approach) with a focus on how 
everyday patterns of social interaction can be used to explain differences in 
crime rates (see also Williams and McShane 2010). Routine activity theory 
employs neoclassical and rational choice perspectives at the macro level as a 
way to explain broader crime trends, not as an explanation of individual 
criminal behavior. The basic tenet of routine activity theory is that crime 
results from a convergence of likely offenders, suitable targets, and the 
absence or lack of capable guardians (Cohen and Felson 1979). Similarly, 
lifestyle theory (see Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo 1978) posits that 
“variations in lifestyle (the characteristic way individuals allocate their time 
to vocational and leisure activities) cause differential probabilities of being in 
particular places at particular times and coming into contact with persons 
who have particular characteristics” (Gottfredson and Hindelang 1981, 124). 
While routine activity theory and lifestyle theory employ similar theoretical 
constructs, the former does so to explain variations in crime rates at the 
macro level, while the latter uses these constructs to explain differences in 
victimization patterns across social groups. However, researchers have 
applied both of these theories at the individual level to explain school bully-
ing victimization.

Building on the work of Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo (1978) 
and others, Lauritsen, Sampson, and Laub (1991) presented the proximity 
hypothesis as an explanation for higher levels of victimization among indi-
viduals who engage in deviant, delinquent, or criminal behavior. Their prox-
imity hypothesis “suggests that independently of individual characteristics, 
neighborhood levels of crime represent an important structural determinant 
of risk” (269). In other words, the mere fact of being in spaces wherein crime 
is likely to occur puts individuals at greater risk for victimization.
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In an expansion of the proximity hypothesis, Papachristos and colleagues 
have researched the influence of social proximity on risk of victimization 
through social networks analysis. For instance, Papachristos and Wildeman 
(2014) analyzed co-offending networks among eighty-two thousand resi-
dents living within a six-square-mile area that they regarded as at high risk 
for homicide victimization based on established socioeconomic indicators. 
Their measure of co-offending networks was based on “instances in which 2 
or more people were arrested together for the same crime” (144). In line with 
the proximity hypothesis, they hypothesized that “greater exposure to homi-
cide victims in one’s social network increases one’s own probability of vic-
timization” (146). The results of Papachristos and Wildeman’s analysis  
supported their hypothesis, leading them to conclude that “an individual 
who associates with or is in close social proximity to other homicide victims 
exists (and acts) in a social world where risky people, situations, and behaviors 
are present” (148). They also noted that the influence of social proximity is 
not limited to an individual’s own friends, but also by their friends’ friends, 
indicating a larger indirect effect. In another social network analysis focused 
on proximity to gang members, Papachristos et al. (2015) found similar 
results, noting “those who are closer to gang members in their co-offending 
network are at an elevated risk for victimization” and that “being directly 
connected to a gang member increases a nongang associate’s probability of 
being shot by 94 percent” (643).

Meier and Miethe (1993; see also Miethe and Meier 1990) integrated previ-
ous victimization theories into their structural-choice theory of victimiza-
tion (also referred to as opportunity theory). Integrating foundational 
constructs from routine activity theory, lifestyle theory, and the proximity 
hypothesis, Miethe and Meier (1990) theorized that “routine activities may 
predispose some persons and their property to greater risks, but the selection 
of a particular crime victim within a sociospatial context is determined by 
the expected utility of one target over another” (245; as cited in Meier and 
Miethe 1993, 475). Structural-choice theory combines macro-level factors as 
articulated by routine activity theory (i.e., criminal opportunity structure) 
and micro-level factors as articulated by lifestyle theory (i.e., target selection). 
Meier and Miethe hypothesized the importance of four explanatory con-
structs: exposure, proximity, target attractiveness/suitability, and guardian-
ship. This is very similar to lifestyle routine activities theory (LRAT) devel-
oped by Cohen, Kluegel, and Land (1981).



Explaining Bullying Victimization

Empirical tests of the applicability of victimization theories have found 
mixed support for LRAT as an explanation for bullying victimization in 
schools and online. As we will see below, most of these studies incorporate 
measures of two or more of the constructs articulated by LRAT. In addition, 
different researchers use the same measures as indicators of different theoreti-
cal constructs. We will revisit these potential measurement issues at the end 
of this section.

Exposure and Proximity LRAT theorizes that individuals who engage in 
routine activities that expose and place them in close proximity to risky and 
vulnerable situations where motivated offenders are present are more likely 
to experience victimization than those who do not. As theoretical constructs, 
exposure and proximity were first applied to explain the relationship between 
social identity group membership (e.g., young, male, unmarried, low income, 
person of color), lifestyle routines (e.g., in public more often, living in high 
crime areas), and differential victimization patterns. In the school bullying 
literature, exposure and proximity are often measured using the same or simi-
lar indicators, including (1) participation in curricular and extracurricular 
activities in and out of school, (2) presence and rates of other types of misbe-
havior/crime at the school, and (3) engagement in school misbehavior or 
involvement with peers who engage in misbehavior.

Researchers tend to combine several of these measures in their studies. 
Analyzing data from the SCS-NCVS, Popp (2012b) measured exposure and 
proximity using participation-type indicators (i.e., students’ participation in 
classroom-related activities, school clubs, and school sports), engagement in 
misbehavior (i.e., fighting and skipping classes), and presence of school prob-
lems (i.e., drugs, guns, and gangs in school). Popp (2012b) found that “the 
greater the student’s exposure and closer his or her proximity to motivated 
offenders and crime-prone environments, the greater the student’s chances of 
being bullied” (327).

Cho and Wooldredge (2018b) conducted a cross-cultural analysis of youth 
victimization in South Korea and the United States using nationally repre-
sentative samples of adolescents in both countries. These researchers 
employed participation in school and nonschool clubs, athletics, and employ-
ment as measures of exposure to motivated offenders and found a correlation 
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between several of their exposure measures and bullying victimization, 
including participation in nonschool clubs and having a part-time job. 
Analyzing data from the SCS-NCVS, Cho et al. (2017) found that exposure 
to motivated offenders and exposure to illegal substances and firearms 
increased an individual’s risk of being bullied, concluding that “unsafe and 
crime-prone environments are positively associated with bullying and vic-
timization” (310). Choi et al. (2019) drew a similar conclusion from their 
analysis of data from the SCS-NCVS, noting that “it is clear that the school 
environment as a way of exposing targets to motivated offenders is significant 
in correlation with cyber and non-physical bullying victimization” (17). Cho 
et al. (2017) also measured proximity based on how close students lived to 
school and the mode of transportation they utilized when going to/from 
school, concluding that “adolescents who walk to school or use a school or 
public bus are likely to experience both nonphysical and physical peer vic-
timization” (310).

These findings may also relate to the theory of deviant places. Rodney 
Stark (1987) formed a theory of deviant places as an ecological theory of 
crime in an attempt to explore how physical spaces within neighborhoods 
influenced crime rates. Stark’s articulation of deviant place theory included 
thirty integrated propositions. In summary, Stark combined five well- 
established urban neighborhood–level factors related to crime and deviance 
(density, poverty, mixed use, transience, and dilapidation) with “some spe-
cific impacts of the five on moral order as people respond to them” and how 
those responses “further amplify the volume of deviance through [various] 
consequences” (895; emphasis in original), including the attraction of deviant 
others and activities, the driving out of those less deviant, and reductions in 
social control. These same processes may be at play in various schools, leading 
to increased exposure and proximity to motivated offenders.

Researchers have also used measures of participants’ own offending as 
indicators of exposure and proximity to motivated offenders. In their analysis 
of the influence of school context on victimization, Peguero et al. (2013) 
found “engagement in school-based misbehavior is found to increase the 
odds of victimization at school across each of the distinct school demo-
graphic contexts [urban, rural, suburban]” (12). They concluded, “the rela-
tionship between exposure and adolescent victimization may not be moder-
ated by distinct school contexts” (12). In an analysis of data from 2,844 
fourth-grade students in Korea, Cho (2017b) found that “youth involved  
in risky lifestyles (affiliating with delinquent peers and/or engaging in 



offending behavior) are more likely to place themselves in a risky situation by 
exposing themselves to motivated offenders” (76).

When looking at LRAT in relation to cyberbullying, researchers have 
tended to measure exposure and proximity in ways similar to the studies 
described above, with the addition of measures specifically oriented to 
amount of time spent online and the types of activities engaged in. For 
instance, using data from surveys of 434 students in a Kentucky middle and 
high school, Bossler, Holt, and May (2012) tested the applicability of routine 
activity theory to online harassment victimization. They employed five meas-
ures of proximity, including (1) total number of hours spent online, (2) 
whether the student had a social networking site page, (3) whether the stu-
dent had friends who engaged in peer online harassment, (4) whether the 
responding student engaged in computer deviance, and (5) online harass-
ment offending themselves. Bossler, Holt, and May (2012) found that the 
odds of experiencing online harassment victimization were greater among 
those who maintained a social network page and those who associated with 
peers who harassed others. They found that in addition to the amount of 
time spent online, the specific types of activities engaged in also mattered, 
noting “individuals who participate in specific activities that focus on infor-
mation sharing, such as communicating in chatrooms, instant messaging, 
e-mailing, using social network sites, and downloading images via file-shar-
ing programs . . . increase their exposure to motivated harassers” (503). They 
found a similar relationship between involvement in online deviance and 
likelihood of online victimization, arguing that individuals who engage in 
online deviance experience greater exposure to other motivated offenders.

Park, Na, and Kim (2014) collected data via face-to-face interviews with 
twelve hundred adolescents in South Korea, using a multistage stratified 
random sampling method to analyze the relationship between online activi-
ties, netiquette, and cyberbullying. These researchers found that “victims 
were more likely to be active information and social users of the Internet” 
(78), meaning that they use the internet for socializing as opposed to one-to-
one communication. Those who perpetrated cyberbullying also spent more 
time online and were particularly active in social networking sites. This sup-
ports the notion that participation in these activities exposes victims and 
puts them in proximity to motivated offenders.

There is also some evidence to suggest that school-based factors may influ-
ence exposure to cyber victimization. In their analysis of data from the 2013 
SCS-NCVS, Choi et al. (2019) found that the school environment served as 
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a mechanism through which targets were exposed to motivated cyberbully-
ing offenders (17). Their measures of school environment included indicators 
similar to those used by Cho et al. (2017) and described above, such as avail-
ability of illicit substances, students using drugs and/or alcohol at school, and 
the presence of guns and gang activity at school.

Target Suitability Simply engaging in routines that increase one’s exposure 
and proximity to motivated offenders may not result in increased victimiza-
tion experiences at the individual level. Target suitability is one additional 
factor that, when combined with exposure and proximity, can increase likeli-
hood of bullying or other forms of victimization. Researchers have employed 
a variety of operational definitions of target suitability. These include demo-
graphic characteristics such as gender, race, and ethnicity; age; socioeconomic 
status; ability status; and various psychological characteristics. We discuss 
many of these factors in later chapters but focus on other measures of target 
suitability here for several reasons. First, a consideration of victim character-
istics aligns with original formulations of LRAT because these characteris-
tics signify membership in social identity groups that differentially shape our 
daily routines and, therefore, our relative suitability as a target; however, they 
do not represent direct measures of such routines. Second, focusing on victim 
characteristics without a concomitant discussion of the structural location of 
individuals who hold those characteristics fails to fully capture their impact. 
Therefore, we consider the influence of these characteristics in our discussion 
of psychological theories in chapter 3 and our discussion of feminist, critical 
race, and other conflict theories in chapter 6. Finally, in the school bullying 
context, these characteristics are often treated as control variables, not as 
direct measures of target suitability, which suggests that empirical tests of the 
applicability of LRAT to school bullying focus on other measures of target 
suitability.

For example, Popp (2012a) intentionally set out to problematize the com-
mon use of demographic characteristics as proxy measures for target suitabil-
ity. Analyzing data from multiple waves of the SCS-NCVS, Popp (2012a) 
found that individuals who possess characteristics that have been shown to 
make them vulnerable to victimization and who experience bullying victimi-
zation are perceived as more suitable targets than those who possess those 
same characteristics but have not experienced bullying. This finding suggests 
that more direct measures of target suitability than demographic character-
istics may be more valuable in understanding the applicability of LRAT to 



bullying. This research also suggests that bullying victimization should not 
only be analyzed as a dependent variable in tests of victimization theories but 
can also serve as an independent variable measuring target suitability. In 
other words, motivated bullies may perceive those who have already been 
victimized as more vulnerable, and, therefore, more suitable targets for con-
tinued bullying.

Another measure of target suitability is participation in particular types 
of extracurricular activities. In explaining their finding that individuals who 
participated in non-sports-related activities were more likely to be victims of 
direct and indirect bullying, Cecen-Celik and Keith (2016) argued that 
“those who attend non-sports-related activities may be perceived as a weaker 
[more vulnerable] target for motivated offenders” (3826). Cho et al. (2017) 
found that “in terms of target attractiveness . . . adolescents who engage in 
activities related to arts are likely to be victims of both physical and nonphysi-
cal peer victimization, whereas involvement in student government mini-
mizes the likelihood of physical peer victimization” (310). They surmised that 
particular types of activities may mark students as more vulnerable compared 
to other types of activities. It is also possible, of course, that different types of 
activities draw students with different vulnerabilities or protective factors, 
once again emphasizing the need for longitudinal research that can address 
temporal ordering. Researchers have reported similar findings regarding 
cyberbullying and other forms of online victimization (see Choi et al. 2019; 
Kalia and Aleem 2017).

Guardianship Individuals who experience greater exposure and proximity 
and who are perceived as suitable targets by motivated offenders still may not 
experience elevated levels of victimization. A fourth and final component of 
LRAT must also be present, or in this case, missing, in order for individuals 
to experience a greater likelihood of victimization. Specifically, the combina-
tion of exposure, proximity, and target suitability must emerge in spaces 
where there is a lack of capable guardianship, both formal and informal. 
Formal guardianship includes factors such as physical security and the pres-
ence of police/school resource officers. Informal guardianship includes more 
relational dynamics, such as social/peer networks, the school’s rule environ-
ment, and involvement of teachers and parents. Similar to the findings 
related to the other components of LRAT, support for the influence of capa-
ble guardianship is mixed. For instance, Cho et al. (2017) found that some 
measures of both formal and informal guardianship were associated with 
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reductions in peer victimization, but school security measures had little 
impact.

Informal Guardianship In their comparative analysis of youth victimization 
across the United States and South Korea, Cho and Wooldredge (2018b) 
found a higher risk of bullying victimization for youth who participated in 
nonschool clubs in both countries, linking this higher risk with the extent 
and quality of adult supervision in these settings. We mentioned the influ-
ence of participation in school and nonschool activities in our discussion of 
exposure and proximity as well, suggesting that different types of activities 
may result in differing degrees of vulnerability. As Cho and Wooldredge 
(2018b) pointed out, these mixed results may be partially explained by the 
extent to which the activities involve the presence of capable guardians.

Researchers have found correlations between other forms of informal 
guardianship and school bullying. Popp (2012b) found students who had a 
strong social support system had significantly lower odds of being bullied. 
Popp also found lower bullying rates in schools whose rules were fair and 
strictly enforced, suggesting that the deterrent effect of authoritative disci-
pline in schools discussed earlier in this chapter is a form of capable guardi-
anship. Similarly, Choi et al. (2019) found that “teacher relationships might 
be relevant from the standpoint of capable guardians” (18). In their analysis 
of data from the SCS-NCVS, Cecen-Celik and Keith (2016) incorporated 
measures of interactionist security, including students’ reports of having an 
adult or friend who cares about them, having a friend they can talk to, and 
belief that school rules are known, fair, and strictly enforced. Their findings 
support the conclusion that these forms of informal guardianship were sig-
nificantly related to lower likelihood of bullying victimization.

Formal Guardianship Generally speaking, it appears that formal guardian-
ship tends to be less effective in reducing the likelihood of victimization than 
informal guardianship. While there seems to be at least some support for the 
influence of informal guardianship in the literature, formal guardianship 
does not fare as well. Cho et al. (2017) found that school security measures, 
which included the presence of school safety security guards, safety staff or 
adults in hallways, metal detectors, locked doors, sign-in of visitors, locker 
checks, required ID badges, security cameras, and a safety code of conduct, 
had little impact on victimization. Popp (2012b) drew a similar conclusion 
from an analysis of SCS-NCVS data, noting that this is consistent with prior 



research on the relationship between school security measures and victimiza-
tion. This is also consistent with findings from numerous studies that have 
been conducted since Popp’s analysis (see Choi et al. 2019; Peguero et al. 
2013). In one of a few longitudinal studies of the impact of school security on 
victimization, Fisher, Mowen, and Boman (2018) analyzed data from 7,659 
students from two waves of the Educational Longitudinal Study 2002. They 
measured school security with twelve different indicators and found that 
these measures were unrelated to two forms of victimization and actually 
“predictive of an increase of approximately 12% in the odds of being threat-
ened with harm in 2004 while controlling for the 2002 levels of victimiza-
tion and a series of potentially confounding variables” (1233).

Similar to the ineffective and sometimes counterproductive influence of 
harsh punishments in the name of deterrence theory, the imposition of more 
restrictive forms of physical security also appears to be counterproductive in 
terms of guardianship, or, at the least, ineffective. Or, as Perkins, Perkins, and 
Craig (2014) put it, “all types of harassment and bullying victimization occur 
across both unstructured and structured spaces within the school context 
regardless of whether these locations are supervised” (815). One explanation for 
the lack of effectiveness of school security in reducing school bullying victimi-
zation may be that school resource officers do not see school bullying as an issue 
that rises to the point that they should intervene. For instance, Choi, Cronin, 
and Correia (2016) conducted semistructured qualitative interviews with 
school resource officers and other personnel and found that officers “were con-
sistently hesitant about using their law enforcement authority to deal with 
school misconduct problems,” even though “they understood that their unique 
authority presented a kind of ‘backstop’ against ongoing or particularly serious 
forms of bullying behaviors” (156). In order for resource officers or other figures 
of authority to serve as capable guardians, motivated offenders must perceive a 
likelihood that they will intervene in situations. The hesitancy of the officers 
that Choi, Cronin, and Correia (2016) interviewed also seems to stem from a 
lack of a clear definition of what constitutes school misconduct and what con-
stitutes particularly serious forms of bullying behavior, an issue we addressed 
in our discussion of the challenges of defining bullying in chapter 1.

The lack of evidence supporting the implementation of school security 
measures to decrease likelihood of bullying victimization is particularly rel-
evant given that one of the major policy implications of LRAT is the develop-
ment of crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED). 
Proponents of CPTED argue that by altering the physical space, we can 
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C A N  S C H O O L S  R E D U C E  B U L LY I N G  B Y  D E S I G N ?

In this chapter, we discussed the relative lack of evidence supporting 
the use of physical security in reducing bullying victimization. We also 
mentioned that while CPTEd has found utility in some contexts (e.g., 
stores), there is little evidence to support its implementation in schools. 
however, this does not mean that the physical layout of schools is irrel-
evant when thinking about how to increase guardianship and decrease 
victimization. In their qualitative study at a Mississippi elementary 
school, Fram and dickmann (2012) set out to explore how the built envi-
ronment of the school exacerbates bullying and peer harassment.

Fram and dickmann (2012) collected multiple forms of data related 
to the school. This included policy documents, survey data (from teach-
ers, interventionists, service providers, and administrators), and photos 
of the school’s physical spaces (232). After analyzing this data and 
engaging in a multilayered coding process, Fram and dickmann con-
cluded that aspects of the school environment exacerbate bullying and 
peer harassment. They went on to discuss how the built environment 
interacts with policies and practices to create conditions conducive to 
bullying victimization and harassment. First, survey respondents identi-
fied the playground and hallways as locations prone to bullying. The 
researchers noted that the school’s hallways were closed off and cre-
ated small, isolated areas where bullying is more likely to occur. Sec-
ond, physical aspects of the playground (e.g., large, isolated, poorly lit, 
and some distance from the school itself) made surveillance of misbe-
havior difficult. Based on their analysis, Fram and dickmann (2012) con-
cluded “spaces that exhibit specific elements can exacerbate tenden-
cies for bullying that may exist at a school” (241). They went on to 
suggest that “the findings showed a disconnect between school poli-
cies and actual practices as they relate to school safety and crisis situa-
tions” and that “spaces inside and outside the school were reported to 
be places of negative social and peer interactions” (241). Fram and dick-
mann’s research points to the influence of the built design of a school 
on bullying behaviors and victimization. While policies and practices 
aimed at bullying prevention are important, so too is the built environ-
ment within which those policies and practices are implemented.

Questions

1. Think of a time when you experienced or witnessed peer victimi-
zation at school. Where did it take place? how might the built 
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environment of that location have influenced the likelihood that 
you or another were victimized in that place?

2. Which aspects of the built design of a school you are familiar with 
would you change to reduce the likelihood of bullying victimiza-
tion based on Fram and dickmann’s study? how are these 
changes informed by the theories and research discussed 
throughout this chapter?

increase guardianship as a protective factor in particular locations. Various 
institutions have incorporated CPTED into their security practices, includ-
ing retail stores that employ security cameras, locked display cabinets, scan-
ning devices, and (non)uniformed loss prevention personnel and police offic-
ers. Similarly, schools have increased their use of such practices, especially 
those in high crime areas such as inner-city communities of color. However—
and perhaps unsurprisingly given the lack of support as a deterrent or form 
of capable guardianship—these practices more often serve as a mechanism of 
criminalization that expands and deepens the school-to-prison pipeline 
and disproportionately impacts economically disadvantaged youth and 
youth of color, an issue we explore in more detail in chapter 6.

Why the Mixed Results? As the review of relevant literature above suggests, 
the components of LRAT have received mixed support in empirical tests of 
their applicability to school victimization broadly, and school bullying in 
particular. There may be several reasons for this. First, different researchers 
have used the same measures as indicators of different theoretical constructs. 
This is due partially to lack of clarity in the operationalization of these con-
structs and likely also the heavy reliance on secondary analysis of large, 
nationally representative data sets not originally designed to test these con-
structs. Second, and relatedly, the overlap in operational definitions of the 
major constructs makes it difficult to identify why they function as they do.

For instance, Cho, Wooldredge, and Park (2016) conducted a combined 
cross-sectional and longitudinal test of the applicability of lifestyles/routine 
activity theories to school bullying victimization, using a nationally  
representative sample of junior high school students in South Korea. Their 
measures of capable guardianship included direct and indirect parental and 
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teacher supervision. They measured target suitability using measures of stu-
dents’ routines, including two types of group-based leisure activities. The 
first, participation in school clubs, was hypothesized to be inversely related 
to bullying victimization because participation would increase guardianship 
through the presence of teachers and administrators. The second, participa-
tion in “cyberclubs,” was hypothesized to be positively correlated with bully-
ing victimization as “these activities occur off school premises and are not 
carefully monitored by adults” (297). The other measures of target suitability 
included hours per week spent studying and working, both of which they 
hypothesized to be negatively correlated with bullying victimization. They 
measured proximity to motivated offenders by indicating if the student 
attended school in Seoul (the largest city in South Korea with the highest 
crime rate) or elsewhere.

Their cross-sectional findings were mixed. For instance, they found a posi-
tive correlation between capable guardianship (in the form of parental rela-
tionships) and bullying, meaning increased guardianship was related to 
increased bullying victimization. However, a student’s relationship with their 
teacher (as a measure of guardianship) was negatively correlated with bully-
ing victimization, suggesting that teachers may play a more significant 
guardianship role than parents. In terms of routines/lifestyles and suscepti-
bility to bullying, Cho, Wooldredge, and Park (2016) found that participa-
tion in off-site activities like cyberclubs correlated with higher likelihood of 
bullying victimization; however, there was no significant relationship 
between school club participation and bullying victimization in their cross-
sectional models. Similarly, neither hours per week studying nor working 
were significantly related to bullying victimization in their sample.

In their longitudinal model, only participation in school club meetings 
showed a significant relationship to likelihood of bullying victimization, but 
in the opposite direction than hypothesized. That is to say, “greater participa-
tion over time in school club meetings coincided with increased odds of 
being bullied” (Cho, Wooldredge, and Park 2016, 303). They offered several 
explanations for this unexpected outcome, including that adult supervision 
during these after-school activities may not be as robust as when school is in 
session, as well as the idea that involvement in these activities provides greater 
opportunity for motivated “offenders” to develop familiarity with and assess 
the relative vulnerability of potential targets.

As we have discussed throughout this section, support for the applicability 
of victimization theories to school bullying is mixed. There is research that 



supports the notion that victims’ lifestyles and routine activities may place 
them at differential risk for victimization both at school and online. This 
suggests that programs and policies aimed at changing victim behaviors may 
offer some degree of protection, with the caveat that such programs and poli-
cies not blame victims for their own victimization. Moreover, policies and 
practices aimed at increasing capable guardianship also show promise, espe-
cially those that attempt to increase informal guardianship, such as the fair 
and consistent enforcement of school rules and enhancement of teacher-stu-
dent relationships (see, for instance, Choi et al. 2019), as well as supporting 
bullying victims in the development of social skills and peer relationships (see 
Hong et al. 2014). For instance, Evans and Smokowski (2016), offering advice 
to school social workers, suggested that “victims and potential victims should 
be brought into welcoming social groups, linked to higher functioning chil-
dren or adult mentors to nurture friendships, and given the opportunity to 
play some type of role in the school community to develop pride in their social 
contribution” (372). Improving victims’ relationships with their peers can also 
increase the likelihood of bystander interventions, a potentially effective pre-
vention practice in schools we discuss in more detail in chapter 5.
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Micro-level theories operate at the individual level and fall into two catego-
ries: biosocial and psychological. Biosocial theories attempt to explain behav-
ior through the interaction of biological factors with psychological and social 
ones. Psychological theories fall into two general orientations, the intraper-
sonal and the interpersonal. The former examines people’s internal processes, 
while the latter focuses on how people interpret their world and relate to and 
are influenced by others. There is overlap among and within biosocial and 
psychological theories, but due to space constraints, the chapter mostly dis-
cusses theories individually.

B I O S O C I A L  T H E O R I E S

Researchers have increasingly explored how genes and other biological influ-
ences interact with the environment in the development of criminal behav-
iors (Rudo-Hutt et al. 2016). Such studies show that the risk of antisocial 
behavior (ASB) increases when biological risk factors combine with social 
risk factors, including maternal rejection and family instability (van 
Hazebroek et al. 2019), and contact with the criminal justice system (Motz 
et al. 2019). There also appear to be genetic/environmental differences in vio-
lent victimization (Eastman et al. 2018).

Children whose parents exhibit ASB have an increased risk of developing 
ASB (Besemer et al. 2017). Similarly, prospective longitudinal studies have found 
that children who have a parent who has been convicted of a crime are at high 
risk of being convicted (e.g., Farrington, Coid, and West 2009). There are sev-
eral, probably interrelated, pathways that may explain this. Social learning theory 
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(discussed below and in Chapter 5) posits that children learn antisocial behaviors 
from parents and other caregivers, either directly or indirectly. There also may be 
other genetic and home environmental influences (Besemer et al. 2017).

Genetic/Environmental Factors

Researchers have examined the influence of genetic factors on ASB and its 
subtypes through exploring (1) commonalities and variations in behavior and 
symptomology between twins or other siblings raised together (twin studies) 
and raised apart (adoption studies), (2) variations in specific genes between 
people (polymorphisms), and (3) variations across the entire genome (poly-
genic variation) between people.

General Heritability: Family, Sibling, and Twin Studies Meta-analyses of 
twin studies show genes have a large influence on ASB, from 41 to 50 percent, 
(Mason and Frick 1994; Malouff, Rooke, and Schutte 2008; Rhee and 
Waldman 2002) as well as on traits associated with it, such as impulsivity 
(Bezdjian, Baker, and Tuvblad 2011) and psychopathy (Brook et al. 2010). 
Most studies show higher heritability for tendencies toward violent ASB as 
opposed to nonviolent ASB and for more serious violence than less serious 
violence (Raine 2019). Studies of childhood aggression have shown similar 
heritability likelihood of ASB (e.g., DiLalla 2017; Lubke et al. 2018).

Bullying perpetration and victimization tend to run in families (Allison 
et al. 2014; Farrington 1993). However, twin and adoption studies are rela-
tively rare in bullying research and have tended to focus on victimization 
rather than perpetration. Studies have reported heritability rates of victimi-
zation from 32 to 77 percent (see Veldkamp et al. 2019). It appears that only 
two studies to date have examined perpetration. Ball et al. (2008) found 61 
percent heritability for perpetration at age ten. The authors also found that 
heritability fully accounted for bully-victim behaviors. The study by 
Veldkamp et al. (2019) disaggregated types of bullying and found 70 percent 
heritability for all forms, with a somewhat lower likelihood for each specific 
form. More indirectly, studies also show large genetic influences on personal-
ity traits linked to bullying behaviors, such as callous-unemotional traits 
(e.g., Henry et al. 2016, finding 58 percent heritability).

Contributions of Specific Genes Researchers have found mild associa-
tions  between ASB and polymorphisms on genes associated with some  
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neurotransmitters and with brain structures associated with mood and reward 
(Ficks and Waldman 2014; Tielbeek et al. 2016). A prospective longitudinal 
study looking at polymorphisms in genes associated with the neurotransmit-
ter serotonin showed a modest relationship with delinquency, explaining 9.6 
percent of the variance (Langevin et al. 2019). Some studies have shown that 
low levels of the enzyme monoamine oxidase-A (MAO-A), which affects the 
neurotransmitters dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin, are associated 
with more serious violence (Vassos, Collier, and Fazel 2014). However, a meta-
analysis of 185 studies did not find a significant relationship between aggres-
sion/violence and any specific gene (Vassos, Collier, and Fazel 2014).

There have been few studies attempting to link specific genes with child-
hood externalizing problems or peer aggression/bullying. One study found 
that polymorphisms in genes related to the hormones oxytocin and vaso-
pressin correlated with externalizing problems (Wade et al. 2016). Another 
study found a small association between peer aggression and polymorphisms 
on a single gene (Lundwall, Sgro, and Wade 2017).

Polygenic Variation Complex behaviors are likely “not primarily driven by 
single genes or even a set of polymorphisms [multiple differences] in related 
genes” (Musci et al. 2018, 194, citing Duncan, Pollastri, and Smoller 2014). 
Bullying is likely one of those complex behaviors. Thus, researchers have 
looked at polygenic influences by taking DNA samples from persons exhib-
iting certain conditions, traits, or behaviors and then determining if there are 
common variants of genes across the entire genome. Comparing a person’s 
genome to the combination of gene variants results in a polygenic score. The 
largest study to date on the genetic basis of ASB among adults found multiple 
genetic correlates, but the effect size was small, explaining just 10 percent of 
the heritability (Tielbeek et al. 2017). Wertz et al. (2018) found a modest 
correlation between ASB and polygenic factors related to low educational 
attainment and criminal offending, and further found the greatest correla-
tion with a life-course persistent pattern of offending. The authors hypoth-
esized that the pathway could operate indirectly through factors that are 
associated with criminal offending: (1) subjects completed less school, (2) 
subjects experienced poor school performance and academic frustration, or 
(3) other related traits were present, such as lower cognitive ability and self-
control (Wertz et al. 2018, 792).

The largest study to date concerning aggressive behavior in children found 
10–54 percent of childhood aggression was tied to genome-wide variation 
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(Pappa et al. 2016). (The authors explained that the wide variability in results 
among studies might be due to the method of sample collection, environmen-
tal differences, and different age cohorts.) However, there has been limited 
research as to polygenic influences on bullying specifically. Musci et al. (2018) 
tested the relationship between polygenic scores related to risk for conduct 
disorder (see Dick et al. 2011) with peer-reported bullying behavior in a sam-
ple of 561 children and found no statistically significant associations. As of 
this writing, there appears to be only one study that examined polygenic vari-
ation with regard to bullying victimization (Schoeler et al. 2019). That study 
found that genes related to intelligence, body mass index, and risk taking 
were correlated with victimization, while genes related to specified personal-
ity traits (e.g., neuroticism) and to some mental disorders, such as bipolar 
disorder, were not. Limited research has examined whether childhood adver-
sity (including school bullying) affects DNA methylation, when examining 
either specific sites (Efstathopoulos et al. 2018) or across the entire genome 
(Mulder et al. 2020). Methylation is a process whereby methyl groups are 
added to the DNA molecule. This addition can change genetic expression 
without changing genetic form. Prior research has found certain patterns of 
methylation to be associated with childhood adversity. Research as to bully-
ing is early as of this writing. Findings are mixed and the research faces tech-
nological limitations.

Other Physiological Indicators

Neurological Arousal and Reactivity One of the most-studied suspected 
correlates of aggression involves the operation of the sympathetic nervous 
system (SNS), which coordinates the body’s “fight or flight” response to 
threat. The SNS is one of the two branches of the autonomic nervous system 
(ANS). The other branch, the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), con-
trols the body’s “rest and digest” responses.

There are two leading theories as to why low SNS arousal is a risk factor 
for ASB. The fearlessness hypothesis posits that low arousal is due to tem-
peramental fearlessness; fearless individuals are unlikely to be concerned 
about the repercussions of their aggressive conduct and are resistant to 
socialization efforts (Raine 2002). The stimulation-seeking theory suggests 
that low arousal is a negative state, and thus individuals with low arousal 
pursue activities, such as aggression, that will bring their arousal up to a more 
comfortable level (Zuckerman 1990). Woods and White (2005) studied 242 
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secondary school students and found that direct bullies had the lowest level 
of arousal (measured by a standardized self-report questionnaire), while 
direct bully-victims had the highest. Sesar, Simic, and Sesar (2013) also found 
that bully-victims had the highest arousal levels. However, they also found, 
contrary to most studies, that high arousal was associated with various exter-
nalizing behaviors.

Researchers have reported similar findings when they measured arousal 
through physiological methods rather than self-reports. Low arousal has a 
variety of physiological indicators, including low resting heart rate (LRHR) 
and low skin conductivity. LRHR is strongly associated with ASB (see Ortiz 
and Raine 2004) and violent criminal behavior among men (e.g., Latvala et 
al. 2015) and adolescent boys (e.g., Murray et al. 2016). Bullying studies have 
reported mixed results (see Farrington and Baldry 2010). Researchers using 
a different measure—skin temperature—found that children who were vic-
tims had higher reactivity than did students overall and that bullies had 
lower reactivity (Mazzone et al. 2017).

Endocrinology Many hormones play a role in regulation of aggression and 
reactions to it, including cortisol, alpha-amylase, and testosterone.

Cortisol and Alpha-amylase The body releases cortisol in response to stress; 
with chronic stress, the body can become desensitized to its effects. Cortisol 
dysregulation has been implicated in various mental health problems. 
Salivary alpha-amylase (sAA) is another hormone implicated in the stress 
response. Studies have looked at two aspects of these hormones: basal levels 
(that is, those found in a resting, “neutral” state) and reactivity (that is, 
whether the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal [HPA] axis is underactivated or 
overactivated in response to a stressor). Studies are mixed both as to whether 
aggression is correlated with low versus high basal levels of these hormones 
and from under- versus overactivation of the HPA (Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, 
and Granger 2010).

A few studies have tested relationships among cortisol/alpha-amylase, 
stress, and peer aggression or victimization. One study found no significant 
relationship between bullying and cortisol levels in a small sample of ninth-
grade students (Williams et al. 2017). González-Cabrera et al. (2017) found 
that cybervictims and cyberbully-victims had greater cortisol secretion com-
pared to cyberbullies and cyberbystanders. Kliewer et al. (2012) found that 
victims of both relational and direct bullying had higher sAA reactivity 
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when describing a stressful situation compared to nonvictims but found no 
differential relationship with stress and cortisol.

Researchers have also tested two hypotheses as to why some victims 
become aggressive. The diathesis-stress hypothesis suggests that a dysregu-
lated HPA (as measured by either low or high cortisol levels) makes one 
vulnerable to being triggered into aggression by negative peer behavior. The 
differential susceptibility hypothesis posits that HPA dysregulation 
depends on context; peer aggression can trigger aggression, but a more sup-
portive environment may result in low aggression (Vaillancourt et al. 2018). 
Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, and Granger (2010) conducted a laboratory-based 
test and found among other things that heightened levels of cortisol and sAA 
predicted aggression after peer victimization but only at a high level. Ungvary 
et al. (2018) studied adolescents who were told they were to play a game with 
peers. Participants who had higher levels of anticipatory cortisol (that is, 
levels rose more after being informed of pending contact with peers) were 
more likely to engage in both proactive and reactive aggression during the 
game. The authors theorized that higher anticipatory cortisol levels indicated 
difficulties in regulating emotions. Other researchers have found complex 
relationships involving a variety of mediators (see, e.g., Lafko, Murray-Close, 
and Shoulberg 2015; Vaillancourt et al. 2018).

Testosterone Much research has noted a positive correlation between testo-
sterone (T) and aggression, and more clearly, dominance. There are two 
hypotheses relevant here as to why higher T levels might be associated with 
aggression or domination. The biosocial status model posits a bidirectional 
relationship where men with higher T are prone to dominate (Mazur and 
Booth 1998). The challenge hypothesis suggests that T and aggression cor-
relate only in times of instability or challenge; this may predict dominance 
more than aggression (Archer 2005).

There are fewer studies involving T in youth compared to studies of adults. 
Van Bokhoven et al. (2006) found that higher T levels at age sixteen were 
positively associated with self-reported criminal offending but that different 
forms of delinquent and aggressive behavior were related to T, thus suggesting 
contextual influences. There are even fewer studies in very young children. 
One found a positive correlation between T and peer aggression in preschool 
boys but not girls (Sánchez-Martın et al. 2000). Another study of preschool 
children did not find T correlated with aggression but did find a positive rela-
tionship between androstenedione (a weak androgen and T precursor) and 
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provocative aggression in boys (Azurmendi et al. 2006). A different study also 
found no relationship between T and aggression in children aged four to ten; 
however, the sample was small and consisted of children who had been hospi-
talized for their behavior (Constantino et al. 1993). Another study involving 
boys five to eleven years of age found that T levels positively correlated with 
aggression in older but not younger boys (Chance et al. 2000). However, that 
study, too, involved a small sample of boys diagnosed with disruptive behavior 
disorders. The reason for mixed findings may be explained by the biosocial 
environment. For example, one study found in a sample of youth aged six to 
eighteen that higher T was associated with risk taking (for boys) and lower T 
was associated with depression (for girls), but only when the quality of the 
parent-child relationship was poor (Booth et al. 2003).

Only a few studies have tested androgen levels among bullying victims. 
One study found a negative relationship between androstenedione and vic-
timization (Azurmendi et al. 2006). Another study involving a community 
sample of youth aged twelve and thirteen reported that victimized girls had 
lower T levels and victimized boys had higher T levels than their nonbullied 
counterparts (Vaillancourt et al. 2009). The latter finding was contrary to the 
authors’ hypothesis that victimized boys would have lower T than their non-
bullied peers, consistent with findings from other studies of lowered T in 
men who lost social status.

Brain Structures Raine (2019), summarizing the findings of neuroimaging 
studies, wrote, “There is little doubt that violent offenders have brain impair-
ments, as documented by structural and functional brain imaging” (89). Raine 
noted a meta-analysis of twenty-nine studies found reduced structure/func-
tion in the prefrontal cortex; however, studies have shown differences between 
offenders whose violent behavior is reactive and impulsive versus proactive and 
planned. Imaging studies dovetail with genetic studies such as the one by Van 
Donkelaar et al. (2018), which found a correlation between aggression and two 
genes relating to particular brain structures (the nucleus accumbens, which is 
involved in the “reward circuit” in the brain, and the amygdala, which is 
involved in processing emotion). Amygdala volume has been correlated nega-
tively with aggression and psychopathic traits, particularly where the behavior 
is more serious and/or begins in childhood (Pardini et al. 2014).

Brain imaging studies in children with conduct disorder and callous-
emotional traits also show brain structural or functional differences (Choy, 
Focquaert, and Raine 2020). However, not all studies have shown reduced 
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brain functioning. Raine (2019) pointed out that increased functioning in 
some brain areas, such as those governing the reward system, have also been 
associated with violence. There is at least one neuroimaging study involving 
peer victimization (McIver et al. 2018). That study involved college students 
and found when subjects were exposed to peer isolation, activity in several 
brain areas was higher in peer-victimized participants than in other groups. 
The authors suggested this might offer insight into why peer victimization is 
associated with poor mental health outcomes. We know of no neuroimaging 
studies involving peer aggression perpetration specifically; however, some 
studies have found minor physical anomalies (MPAs; an external manifes-
tation of abnormal neural development) to be predictive of peer aggression as 
early as age three as well as of violent delinquency and violent adult offending 
(Raine 2019).

Early Health and Environmental Risk Factors for Violence

Research has shown aggression is correlated with a number of early health 
factors (Liu 2011; Raine 2019) and with exposure to environmental toxins, 
such as lead (Carpenter and Nevin 2010). There likely are interactions among 
these factors, as well as with social factors, that increase risk. There are two 
hypotheses as to why lead exposure is correlated with offending and aggres-
sion. First, exposure reduces IQ, and reduced IQ is associated with both 
property and violent offending. Second, research has found “small but con-
sistent correlations between . . . lead exposure and symptoms of conduct 
problems, inattentiveness and hyperactivity . . . [which] increase the risk of 
ASB in adolescence and young adulthood” (Hall 2013, 156).

Studies have also shown that poor fetal nutrition, as well as signs of mal-
nutrition in young children, is associated with increased risk of juvenile and 
adult ASB. Because low IQ mediated this relationship, Raine (2019) sug-
gested that poor nutrition results in brain maldevelopment. However, it 
seems that the link between ASB and poor nutrition can be due to impaired 
neural functioning as well as abnormal neural structures. One twin study 
showed that children with poor diets at ages four to five were more likely to 
develop ASB in kindergarten (Jackson 2016).

Another study found that bullying perpetration increased twofold among 
youth aged ten to sixteen in a forty-one-nation sample who scored high on all 
three study measures of poor nutrition (Jackson and Vaughn 2018). However, 
victimization was not related to poor nutrition. Perception of food insecurity 
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(measured by the frequency of going to bed hungry) has also been associated 
with both bullying perpetration and victimization (Edwards and Taub 2017). 
Edwards and Taub (2017) suggested that bullying involvement is related to 
both direct and indirect effects of food insecurity.

P S YC H O L O G I C A L  T H E O R I E S

Psychological theories draw from knowledge about human cognition, atti-
tudes, emotions, and behaviors. They can be intrapersonal (involve the inner 
working of the mind) or interpersonal (involve how people’s understanding 
of, and relationships with, others influences their psychological functioning). 
Most psychological theories were not developed specifically to explain crimi-
nal, deviant, or antisocial behavior but rather have broad application. In fact, 
criminal offending can be understood as a relatively minor part of a “syn-
drome of antisociality” that includes early parental neglect, substance abuse, 
unemployment, and social rejection (see Zara and Farrington 2016).

Psychoanalytic and Psychodynamic Theories

Psychodynamic and psychoanalytic theories have their origin in the work of 
Sigmund Freud ([1923] 1989) and his disciples. One important aspect of psy-
choanalytic and psychodynamic theories is the concept of attachment, devel-
oped by John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth (Ainsworth and Bowlby 1991). 
Bowlby (1988) saw healthy mother-child attachment as a “secure base.” Today 
we view the attachment as between the child and any primary caregiver. How 
the caregiver responds to the child’s needs influences how the child interprets 
“the reliability of their caregiver, consequently affecting how they view other 
people” (Ward et al. 2018, 195). Nonsecure attachment has been correlated 
with externalizing behaviors, delinquency, and low social skills (Nikiforou, 
Georgiou, and Stavrinides 2013). A meta-analysis of sixteen studies by Ward 
et al. (2018) found a small, significant negative relationship between attach-
ment security and peer victimization/bullying. The authors hypothesized 
that the relationship is likely indirect, where lower attachment decreases 
trust in others and reduces one’s sense of self-worth. Low-attached children 
may see relationships through a “biased lens that makes them more likely to 
view themselves as victims of bullying” (Ward et al. 2018, 204). (We return 
to this idea when we discuss social information processing, below.) It is also 
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likely that those with healthier attachments have more empathy and engage 
in more benevolent actions toward others. Some studies have also shown that 
higher quality of attachment is positively related to bystander intervention 
(Nickerson, Mele, and Princiotta 2008).

In addition to explaining causes of bullying, psychodynamic theories have 
been applied in various prevention and response methods. For instance, one 
method is a “psychodynamic social systems approach addressing the co-cre-
ated relationship between bully, victim, and bystanders” that was found 
effective in reducing bullying and aggressive bystanding (Fonagy et al. 2009).

Mental Disorders

In the United States, mental disorders are defined in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5; American Psychiatric 
Association 2013). Conduct Disorder (in children) and Antisocial Personality 
Disorder (APD; in adults) are disorders most linked to offending because 
both list a variety of antisocial behavior as symptoms. However, the relation-
ship between mental disorder and violence is attenuated and involves under-
lying individual-level mediators, including substance abuse, paranoid symp-
toms, age, sex, and severity of symptoms, as well as meso-level mediators such 
as neighborhood disorganization.

A population-based study of more than sixty thousand children aged six 
to seventeen years found children with depression, anxiety, and attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) had about a threefold chance of 
being identified as a bully by a parent or guardian (Turcotte, Vivier, and 
Gjelsvik 2015). Limited studies have also shown that bullies, bully-victims, 
and victims are all at risk for various eating disorders (e.g., Copeland et al. 
2015). These findings are consistent with reports from population studies that 
link adult psychiatric involvement with a self-reported history of childhood 
bullying (e.g., Vaughn et al. 2010). It is possible that the relationship between 
mental disorder and bullying behaviors is direct (in either or both direc-
tions); however, it is “most likely multifactorial in nature whereby family 
structure and socioenvironmental factors such as exposure to other forms of 
violence play a role in the development of [both] mental health disorders and 
bullying behavior” (Turcotte Benedict, Vivier, and Gjelsvik 2015, 791).

Twin studies have shown that bullying victims are also at risk for mental 
disorders and symptomatology, including anxiety, depression, and substance 
use, and that negative psychiatric states such as anxiety and depression are 
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both a cause and a consequence of victimization (Silberg et al. 2016), findings 
discussed in chapter 1. A study of more than five thousand children in 
Sweden found that victimization at eight years of age was associated with 
psychiatric disorder at age twenty-eight, even after controlling for childhood 
psychiatric problems (Sourander et al. 2016). A meta-analysis found that bul-
lying victimization both at school and at work was strongly associated with 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), although all studies 
were cross-sectional and few involved an actual diagnosis (Nielsen et al. 2015). 
Another meta-analysis of a small number of studies found that victimization 
was associated with later development of psychosis and that this was more 
likely when victimization was severe, but other intervening factors needed to 
be explored (Cunningham, Hoy, and Shannon 2016). A subsequent correla-
tional study found an association between childhood bullying victimization 
and psychosis, likely moderated by depressive and paranoid symptoms (Moffa 
et al. 2017). Children with other disorders, such as ADHD (Efron et al. 2018) 
and autism spectrum disorder (Maiano et al. 2016), are at elevated risk of 
victimization, but individual and contextual factors have strong influences.

Personality Trait Theories

Basic personality traits are patterns of thought, behavior, and emotion that 
are established in early childhood and remain relatively stable over time. 
Researchers study the influence of individual traits as well as combined traits 
thought to be the basic “building blocks” of personality (see Zuckerman and 
Cloninger 1996). Others have examined the correlates of multiple negative 
related traits, including the “Dark Triad” of Machiavellianism, narcissism, 
and psychopathy (Paulhus and Williams 2002).

Psychopathy Psychopathy is treated here as a trait rather than a mental dis-
order because it is not included in the DSM-5. One conception of psychopa-
thy combines callous-unemotional (C-U) traits, narcissism, and impulsivity 
(van Geel, Toprak et al. 2017). A person who has C-U traits lacks remorse and 
empathy and has a general uncaring attitude. Individuals high in narcissism 
have a sense of entitlement, believe they are more important than others, and 
have a grandiose yet fragile self-image. Impulsivity means the tendency to act 
without thinking about consequences. Psychopathy is strongly linked to 
ASB (Hart and Hare 1997) and criminal offending (Beaver et al. 2017), as are 
each of its elements individually.
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Research has shown correlations between C-U traits and school bullying 
(Orue and Calvete 2019; van Geel, Toprak et al. 2017). Callous children may 
bully because they are less sensitive to the suffering of others, impulsive chil-
dren may bully because they do not consider consequences, such as discipline 
by teachers or others, and narcissistic children may bully to boost their sense 
of self-importance or to gain entrance into a social group. Research by Fanti 
and Kimonis (2013) suggests that each trait contributes independently, “sug-
gesting an additive effect in which their combination confers the greatest 
level of risk” (403). Individuals exhibiting psychopathy are less likely to 
respond to typical interventions and thus “strong links between psychopathic 
traits and bullying may help to explain why so many typical anti-bullying 
interventions are ineffective” (van Geel, Toprak et al. 2017, 769).

Empathy A meta-analysis by Jolliffe and Farrington (2004) found low 
empathy correlated with various offending behaviors; however, the relation-
ship disappeared after controlling for intelligence and socioeconomic status. 
Although educators have long targeted increasing empathy in perpetrators to 
reduce bullying (e.g., Farrington 1993), studies are mixed as to whether bul-
lies (as well as victims, bully-victims, and interveners) have lower or higher 
empathy than the noninvolved individuals (Zych, Ttofi, and Farrington 
2019). Part of the reason for the mixed findings may be that empathy has two 
dimensions—cognitive and affective—and research sometimes measures one 
or the other, and frequently both (Zych, Ttofi, and Farrington 2019). 
Affective empathy is the ability to feel the emotions of others, while cognitive 
empathy is the ability to understand the emotions of others. Several meta-
analytic and systematic reviews have found that bullying perpetrators scored 
low on empathy measures (typically lower on affective than cognitive meas-
ures; Mitsopoulou and Giovazolias 2015; Van Noorden et al. 2015; Zych, 
Ttofi, and Farrington 2019; Zych, Baldry et al. 2018). However, Zych, Ttofi, 
and Farrington (2019) noted that these findings are based on cross-sectional 
studies, and thus we do not know if low empathy caused bullying or if it is 
related to other factors that are the cause. It may also be that bullying leads 
to low empathy through processes of moral disengagement (discussed below) 
or neutralization (discussed in chapter 5).

Personality Taxonomies The Big Five, also known as the Five Factor Model 
(FFM), is a well-known taxonomy for classifying personality. The five factors 
are Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion-Introversion, 
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Agreeableness, and Neuroticism. Each of these traits is measured as a con-
tinuous variable. For example, the factor Openness to Experience has two 
poles—inventive/curious versus consistent/cautious—with most people scor-
ing at various points in between. The HEXACO model includes six traits: 
Honesty-Humility, Emotionality, eXtraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience (see Volk et al. 2019). There 
are other similar models, including the Big Three and the Alternate Five (see 
Zuckerman and Cloninger 1996).

Researchers have tested the relationship between personality taxonomy 
traits on the one hand and bullying perpetration or victimization on the 
other. As to the FFM, one meta-analysis found that both bullies and victims 
demonstrated lower levels of Agreeableness and Conscientiousness and 
higher levels of Neuroticism and Extraversion (Mitsopoulou and Giovazolias 
2015). However, there was a great deal of variation in the studies they ana-
lyzed, and the effect sizes for each of these factors was small. One study of the 
FFM and cyberbullying found perpetrators had higher scores on Extraversion 
and lower scores on Agreeableness and Conscientiousness (Festl and Quandt 
2013), while another found that perpetrators scored low only on Agreeableness 
(van Geel, Goemans et al. 2017). As to HEXACO, a study found several 
traits were related to social dominance and, indirectly, to bullying behaviors 
(Volk et al. 2019).

Cognitive Functioning

Intelligence Low intelligence is a very robust predictor of a number of life 
outcomes, including juvenile delinquency and adult offending. Researchers 
have replicated this association at higher levels of aggregation, including 
neighborhoods, states, and countries (Schwartz et al. 2015). Not surprisingly 
then, high intelligence is a protective factor against criminal offending, with 
greater protection for the high-risk versus low-risk group (Ttofi, Farrington, 
Piquero et al. 2016). This association is quite strong. Schwartz et al. (2015) 
found the risk of acquiring a felony conviction by age twenty-one to be 3.6 
times higher for those in the three lowest intelligence categories (out of nine) 
than in the three highest categories (115).

Although the intelligence/offending association is robust, there is consid-
erable debate about the relationship. First, researchers have questioned 
whether general intelligence, verbal intelligence only, or some other aspect of 
intelligence is the driver. It is also not clear if low verbal ability is a direct 
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cause of delinquency because it reflects a diminished capacity to monitor and 
control one’s own behavior or whether it is an indirect cause through its nega-
tive effect on school success (Bellair, McNulty, and Piquero 2016). More 
broadly, the way intelligence is typically assessed (through standardized test-
ing) may simply be a proxy for school performance ability rather than a “true” 
test of intelligence. Cognitive psychologists tend to define intelligence as the 
relative ability to (1) learn from experience, (2) adapt to one’s environment, 
and (3) understand one’s own thought processes (Sternberg 2018). These are 
not the prime foci of standardized intelligence measures.

A meta-analysis of studies of ASB found that the difference between 
Performance IQ and Verbal IQ was negligible in children, increased to six 
points in adolescents, and declined to three points in adults (Isen 2010). 
Thus, Isen (2010) suggested that delinquency is intertwined with school fail-
ure as verbal-educational deficits accumulate through childhood. This sup-
ports the prominent social control model suggested by Hirschi and 
Hindelang (1977). Another indirect effect may result from the correlation 
between intelligence and other personality characteristics. For instance, 
those with higher levels of intelligence tend to be more dependable and con-
scientious, “suggesting that they are likely to consider the moral consequences 
of their actions,” while persons with lower intelligence tend to be more 
impulsive (Schwartz et al. 2015, 114).

Low IQ has been associated with conduct problems and aggression in 
children (Verlinden et al. 2014). Given the strong negative association 
between intelligence and aggression, it is surprising that researchers have 
rarely evaluated the link to bullying specifically. Farrington and Baldry 
(2010) suggested that intelligence is probably related to bullying behaviors, 
but this has not been clearly established. They found in their own study that 
low nonverbal intelligence was a predictor of later bullying behaviors and 
that bullies at age fourteen had lower verbal and nonverbal IQ and were more 
likely to leave school at the earliest possible age (15). However, it is likely that 
findings will vary depending on the type of bullying behavior, with reactive 
bullying tied to lower intelligence and proactive bullying to average or above-
average intelligence.

Executive Function Executive function has to do with the ability to control 
impulses, plan, and solve problems. It has been posited to have four sequen-
tial phases: problem representation, planning, execution, and evaluation. 
Problems at each stage could lead a child to act aggressively (Séguin and 
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Zelazo 2005). This is akin to the concept of social information processing, 
discussed below. Lower executive function has been linked to aggression, but 
few studies have examined executive function and bullying involvement. 
Verlinden et al. (2014) found that lower preschool executive functioning pre-
dicted involvement as a bully, bully-victim, and victim, with the strongest 
predictor for bully-victim and the weakest for victim.

Moral Disengagement and Neutralization

The leading theory of moral development in children was first proposed by 
Jean Piaget and then refined by Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg’s theory holds 
that moral development occurs over several stages that are consistent across 
cultures and time (Kohlberg and Hersh 1977). Children begin by differenti-
ating right and wrong in terms of their own self-interest and increasingly 
incorporate consideration for others as they develop. Kohlberg believed that 
most people will become “stuck” at a particular stage. However, he also 
believed that schools can, and should, help children in their moral develop-
ment (Kohlberg and Hersh 1977).

The link between moral reasoning and moral behavior can be tenuous. 
Reaching a particular moral stage of development does not mean that one will 
always act in accordance with it. Bandura (1990) proposed a social cognitive 
theory wherein moral behavioral control can be disengaged. Moral disengage-
ment (MD) involves several mechanisms through which a person might, 
among other things, portray immoral conduct as warranted, minimize one’s 
role, disregard or distort the consequences of one’s actions, or blame others. 
In this way, a person can resolve the cognitive dissonance between their 
moral belief system and their bad behavior. Bandura’s theory is similar to 
neutralization theory, developed by Sykes and Matza (1957; see chapter 5).

Research has demonstrated that endorsement of MD beliefs is associated 
with aggressive behavior (Gini, Pozzoli, and Hymel 2014). A meta-analysis of 
twenty-seven studies found a “statistically significant and practically mean-
ingful” link between MD and bullying behaviors that was larger than the 
effects of other notable contributors to aggression, including hostile attribu-
tions (discussed below) and social competence (Gini, Pozzoli, and Hymel 
2014). Gini, Pozzoli, and Hymel (2014) found no difference in the effect size 
between boys and girls (although they were not confident about this unex-
pected finding) and found that the link between MD and bullying was 
stronger for older children. The latter finding is consistent with Bandura’s 
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(1990) suggestion that children need time to develop MD techniques. At 
least one study found that the link between MD and bullying was rendered 
nonsignificant for those students who had positive perceptions of school 
climate (Teng et al. 2020). Some research has found that cyberbullying is 
associated with lower levels of MD than traditional bullying, perhaps because 
it takes less effort to morally disengage when the relationship is virtual (Gini, 
Pozzoli, and Hymel 2014; Pornari and Wood 2010).

Because most studies about MD and bullying behaviors have been cross-
sectional, they do not answer the question of which came first or whether the 
two are reciprocal. Limited longitudinal studies are mixed, with at least three 
finding MD came first (Sticca and Perren 2015; Walters 2019; Wang et al. 
2017) and at least one finding that bullying preceded MD (Obermann 2013). 
Researchers have also found other factors mediate or moderate the relation-
ship between MD and bullying, including certain psychopathic traits (Orue 
and Calvete 2019), moral emotions (empathy, sympathy, and guilt; Thornberg 
et al. 2015), and institutional factors, such as differences among classroom 
environments (Kollerová, Janošová, and Říčan 2014).

Problem Behavior Theory

Problem behavior theory (PBT) holds that children and adolescents who 
engage in any problem behavior are more likely to engage in other problem 
behaviors and are less likely to engage in prosocial behaviors (Jessor and 
Jessor 1977). The largest psychiatric epidemiological study to date found that 
adults who retrospectively identified themselves as having bullied others also 
reported “a broad array of antisocial behaviors such as getting into numerous 
physical altercations, school attendance problems, lying, cruelty to animals, 
stealing, and harassment” (Vaughn et al. 2010, 190). Cross-sectional studies 
have associated bullying perpetration with various problem behaviors (see 
the discussion in chapter 1). However, the relationship depends on the form 
of bullying, with physical aggression rather than relational aggression having 
a stronger relationship to other problem behaviors (Farrell et al. 2016). This 
is perhaps unsurprising given that relational aggression is seen as being more 
normative than physical aggression.

A longitudinal study of fifteen hundred students in grade eight and then 
grade nine found that both bullying perpetration and victimization predicted 
problem behaviors (Lester, Cross, and Shaw 2012). In that study, involvement 
in problem behaviors increased with bullying frequency; however, problem 
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behaviors declined as victimization of perpetrators (bully-victims) increased. 
Victims’ involvement in problem behaviors was initially low and increased as 
their level of victimization increased.

Social Cognition Theories

Social cognition theories involve a person’s assessment and internalization of 
the social environment. Within these theories, the social information process-
ing (SIP) model posits that “children’s behavioral responses in a social situa-
tion are a function of the . . . encoding [and interpretation] of internal and 
external cues” and then the selection of response and enacting it (Harris 2009, 
7, citing to Crick and Dodge 1994). Problems with encoding of internal and 
external cues has been associated with aggression (Guy, Lee, and Wolke 2017). 
However, researchers have contested the relationship between encoding and 
bullying behaviors. Some claim that bullies have superior abilities to appraise 
and control situations, while others contend they have deficits. Studies have 
shown that bullying victimization is associated with poor social cognition, but 
it is not clear that this is related to encoding or other factors. The salience of 
the second stage—interpreting cues—in relation to bullying and victimiza-
tion is also contested. Misappraisal is associated with aggression, but its appli-
cation to bullying specifically is uncertain. Guy, Lee, and Wolke (2017) did not 
find perpetrators in their study had early stage SIP deficits.

However, the relationship of misappraisal to bullying victimization is 
much clearer. A meta-analysis found that victims tend to misappraise cues  
by overestimating threat and engaging in characterological self-blame  
attributions—that is, they blame themselves for their victimization (van 
Reemst, Fischer, and Zwirs 2016). Victims tend to overappraise threat even 
in the face of neutral stimuli (Guy, Lee, and Wolke 2017; Pornari and Wood 
2010). Overappraisal is a form of paranoid thinking, which itself is associated 
with victimization (Jack and Egan 2018). Research has shown a cyclical rela-
tionship where victims’ maladaptive schemas—that is, broad pervasive 
themes regarding their victimization—contribute to continued bullying 
(Calvete et al. 2018; see also Schacter et al. 2015).

Social Learning

Social learning theories posit that behavior is learned from significant others. 
Here, we discuss the role of parents and siblings, while in chapter 5 we address 
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peer and larger social influences. There is a significant amount of intergenera-
tional transfer of violent behavior, as the discussion above made clear. This 
could be due to the influence of genetics, general home environment, direct 
modeling of parental behavior, or psychological stress caused by mistreat-
ment or witnessing violence. A meta-analysis demonstrated that negative 
parenting (abuse, neglect, and maladaptive parenting) is associated with both 
being a bully-victim and a victim (Lereya, Samara, and Wolke 2013). Many 
individual studies have also found that harsh parenting practices increase 
children’s risk of involvement as both bullying perpetrators and victims 
(Davis et al. 2020). Parents’ overprotective behaviors also have been associ-
ated with victimization (Plexousakis et al. 2019). However, there remains the 
question of causality. It is clear that parent-child relationships are bidirec-
tional (Kuczynski and De Mol 2015). Thus, a fragile child who is victimized 
could induce overprotective parental behaviors, while having a child who is 
better adjusted could encourage a more even approach.

Witnessing intimate partner violence is also associated with bullying per-
petration and victimization. Voisin and Hong (2012) in a review of studies 
suggested that the relationship is indirect—that is, it is not based on mode-
ling parental behavior but rather is mediated by children’s problem behaviors, 
lower school success, and problematic peer interactions. Conversely, children 
who rate their parents higher on encouraging their autonomy, having a sense 
of humor, communicating well, and being affectionate are less likely to be 
involved in bullying behaviors (Gómez-Ortiz, Romera, and Ortega-Ruiz 
2016). Only a few studies have examined the role of victimization by siblings. 
One longitudinal study found that victimization by siblings predicted peer 
victimization, “possibly due to personality characteristics and generalization 
of relationship skills” (Tucker, Finkelhor, and Turner 2019, 753). One longi-
tudinal study found that witnessing violence was associated with later bully-
ing behaviors; witnessing violence resulted in self-serving cognitive distor-
tions (that is, the rationalizing of violence), which then resulted in bullying 
behaviors (Dragone et al. 2020).

Psychological Evolutionary Theory

Psychological evolutionary theory explains how human psychological traits 
and behaviors are shaped by adaptation—that is, as the functional product 
of natural selection. Evolutionary theory has been used to explain very 
diverse phenomena, from people’s interactions with digital games (Lange  
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et al. 2018) to police use of excessive force (James, Todak, and Savage 2018). 
It can be useful in understanding human tendencies toward aggression and 
dominance, which have been functional over human development. 
Evolutionary theory is supported by findings of correlations between genes 
associated with higher reproduction and those associated with antisocial 
behavior (see Tielbeek et al. 2018) and by findings that bullies tend to have 
more sexual partners (Provenzano et al. 2018). Thus, evolutionary theory can 
explain how adolescent bullying particularly can be seen as an adaptive 
behavior (Volk et al. 2012; Volk et al. 2015). Koh and Wong (2017) crystal-
lized this view in the title of their article “Survival of the Fittest and the 
Sexiest.”

Many argue that the “dominance hierarchy” in societies and groups—the 
stratification of people according to relative power—has “kept the peace” and 
is thus a survival mechanism (see Kolbert and Crothers 2003). So while many 
seek to stigmatize bullying and other peer aggression, studies show that chil-
dren are accustomed to a level of “normal violence” (Phillips 2003; discussed 
in chapter 7) and that adolescents particularly use bullying and other aggres-
sive behaviors as a method of achieving dominance in peer groups (Faris and 
Felmlee 2011a, 2011b, 2014). Thus, bullying can be advantageous and is not 
necessarily maladaptive. This does not mean that behaviors that are “norma-
tive” or “functional” are also “good” or “desirable.” Accepting that some 
bullying is functional has the danger of normalizing it (Rodkin, Espelage, 
and Hanish 2015).

P O L I C Y  I M P L I C AT I O N S  O F  B I O S O C I A L  A N D 

P S YC H O L O G I C A L  T H E O R I E S

Biosocial theories propose genetic and other physiological risk factors are not 
destiny but rather that they interact with the environment in the formation 
of ASB (van Hazebroek et al. 2019). To date, criminologists and policy mak-
ers have supported and tested a large number of primary and secondary pre-
vention programs designed to alter environments. For instance, early life 
intervention with children exposed to lead largely reverses adverse exposure 
effects (Billings and Schnepel 2018). Remediation efforts also address the 
effects of social inequalities, because the economically disadvantaged and 
persons of color are disproportionally exposed to environmental risk factors 
(Ard 2015). Interventions that address family contributions to ASB have also 
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been shown to be effective (e.g., Piquero et al. 2016). A few studies have found 
that nutritional supplementation resulted in less ASB and aggression in both 
children and adult inmates, at least in the medium term (see Raine et al. 
2016).

To date, most prevention efforts are either directed at populations (pri-
mary prevention) or identify at-risk persons or populations through psycho-
logical and social factors (secondary prevention). Even though a growing 
body of evidence demonstrates the contribution of biological factors, includ-
ing genetic predisposition, “very few researchers are considering [such] ideas 
. . . and an even smaller number are using empirical data to test such research 
questions” (Vaske 2017, 991). The reasons for this scant attention likely 
include the costs of both biological screening and individualized treatment; 
uncertainties that tailored interventions will be effective; the nascent state of 
research; ethical questions concerning collection and use of biodata, includ-
ing stigmatization, labeling, unnecessary treatment, informed consent, and 
privacy breaches; as well as negative unintended legal and social conse-
quences. These concerns are especially salient in early interventions involving 
children (Focquaert 2018). More broadly, using biosocial markers in treat-
ment runs the risk of “medicalizing deviance” and thus individualizing social 
problems (Conrad 2017).

Notwithstanding these challenges, some researchers have called for more 
use of noninvasive biological methods to study peer aggression/bullying in 
children, such as taking saliva samples or using medical imaging (e.g., Hazler, 
Carney, and Granger 2006; Mazzone et al. 2017). However, the practice 
remains uncommon, even though saliva collection methods have been shown 
to be feasible in various settings, including high schools (Williams et al. 
2017). In addition, of course, it is a long leap from research to practice. This 
chapter’s Policy Box asks you to think about the conditions under which you 
believe “benign” biological interventions are appropriate.

Applying psychological theories to crime prevention and control is more 
widely accepted and practiced. The same can be said of bullying response and 
prevention programs, many of which are based implicitly or explicitly on 
psychological concepts, such as building empathy (see Gaffney et al. 2019). 
Psychologically based programs are subject to some of the same risks identi-
fied above for biosocial theories. In addition, uncritical acceptance of any 
theory is unwise. For instance, the fact that bullying may have evolutionary 
functions suggests to some that prevention efforts ought to work within a 
dominance framework and not against it. Many antibullying programs 



D O  YO U  S U P P O R T  “ B E N I G N ”  B I O L O G I C A L 

I N T E R V E N T I O N S ?

glenn and Raine (2014) analyzed the emerging field of neurocrimi-
nology and its application to better understand, predict, and prevent 
crime. They wrote, “If biological factors could predict future violence 
over and above predictions based on social variables, even opponents 
of a neuroscientific perspective on crime would have to agree that 
neurobiology has added value” (59). They pointed out that as they 
wrote, such capacity was low, but advances would likely enhance the 
predictive power of biological markers. As to prevention, researchers 
have advocated for “benign” biological interventions, such as tran-
scranial direct current stimulation; the latter has been shown in some 
studies to reduce proactive aggressive tendencies (Choy, Focquaert, 
and Raine 2018).

One important question is whether future biological interventions 
should be mandatory or voluntary. douglas (2014) noted that consent 
currently is not required for the imposition of fines, community serv-
ice, and other correctives and asked why then should consent be 
required for biomedical interventions, which he termed “medical cor-
rectives.” As to the role of biological factors in punishment, research-
ers have reported interesting findings. In responses to questionnaires 
using vignettes, participants have viewed individual biological con-
tributors to crime as reducing moral responsibility, yet this sentiment 
may be at least counterbalanced by a concern that a biological con-
tributor to crime may also increase the perception of the offender’s 
future dangerousness or risk of recidivism (Appelbaum and Scurich 
2014; Berryessa 2017).

Questions

1. If you were satisfied that a particular biological risk factor was 
correlated with peer aggression or school bullying, would you 
favor testing students for that risk factor (e.g., through cheek 
swabs to detect for the presence of stress hormones or particular 
genes)? Would your response be affected by whether there was 
an effective and safe “medical corrective”?

2. If you could determine which children were at elevated risk of 
bullying or victimization, would you support biological interven-
tions designed to reduce the risk? Would your answer be affected 
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encourage victims to be assertive in response to bullying, but Kolbert and 
Crothers (2003) suggest it might be better to help students understand the 
dominance hierarchy “and learn to assess the context in which it is effective 
to be assertive” (86). In fact, an entire intervention program, Meaningful 
Roles, is built around the premise that bullying is a goal-directed, functional 
behavior (see Ellis et al. 2016).

While we agree that pathologizing bullying perpetrators or victims is not 
helpful, it also seems that requiring individual victims to understand the com-
plex school politics of domination and then to ascertain the right context in 
which to defend themselves seems woefully short of a solution, especially con-
sidering the research findings discussed above that victims tend to overap-
praise threat. Moreover, it is not clear what victims should do in those situa-
tions where the “context” is not right to defend themselves. Flee? Cower? It 
seems necessary to take a “bigger picture” look at bullying contexts. It may be 
that the “moral order” that the bully is defending could be utterly objection-
able, and it thus rests on teachers and other interveners to help the bully “see 
the limitations on themselves and others of the normative moral order they are 
intent on maintaining” (Davies 2011, 284). This kind of inquiry requires an 
examination of influences to bullying at various social levels, and over time. 
We explore these “bigger picture” contributors in the succeeding chapters.

by (a) how strong the correlation was, (b) how safe and effective 
the treatment was, (c) the age of students, (d) students’ ability to 
meaningfully consent, or other factors?

3. If you were a school administrator and determined a bullying 
perpetrator had significant biosocial risk factors for aggression, 
would that affect your choice of response? For instance, would 
this knowledge make you more or less sympathetic, and would it 
make you more or less likely to mete out punishment rather than 
some other response?
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This chapter introduces sociological criminology, which is where the modern 
study of crime began. A sociological view suggests that there are social struc-
tures that contribute to crime, beyond individuals’ tendencies, character 
traits, or behaviors. Social structure theories have three branches: social dis-
organization, strain, and subcultural. Social disorganization theories suggest 
that crime occurs when there is a breakdown in social controls over behavior. 
This can be due to rapid changes in society, deep divisions among various 
classes of persons, large-scale deprivation, or lack of social capital. Strain 
theories claim that crime is caused by the anger, frustration, and other nega-
tive emotions that people experience when their abilities and opportunities 
are not sufficient to achieve their goals or when they are confronted with 
other negative stimuli. Subcultural (or culture conflict) theories posit that 
crime arises because the values of particular groups of people support crime 
and other antisocial behavior.

While not one of the three branches described above, we begin with a 
discussion of the influence of socioeconomic status (SES) because large vari-
ation in SES can be a source of disorganization, and many theories in this 
chapter include some measure of SES as a component.

S O C I O E C O N O M I C  S TAT U S

Socioeconomic status is “an aggregate concept comprising resource-based 
(i.e., material and social resources) and prestige-based (individual rank or sta-
tus) indicators . . . which can be measured across societal levels (individual, 
household, and neighborhood) and at different periods in time” (Tippett and 

F O U R

Social Structure Theories
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Wolke 2014, e48). There is no standard measure of SES; it can be assessed 
using individual measures such as wealth, income, occupation, or some com-
bination of these, or it can be aggregated at various geographic levels. Much 
research on crime and SES has focused on explaining the correlation between 
low SES and “street crime.” For instance, research has shown that childhood 
poverty is a predictor of both juvenile delinquency and life-course offending. 
However, the relationship is complex and largely indirect (Heberle and Carter 
2015; Odgers and Adler 2018). A large multiyear study in the Netherlands 
found that the pathway from poverty to offending was mediated by several 
intervening factors, including family adversity, childhood adjustment prob-
lems, school problems, and affiliations with delinquent and substance-using 
peers (Fergusson, Swain-Campbell, and Horwood 2004, 963). When the 
authors controlled for these intervening factors, the relationship between SES 
and offending became nonsignificant. These factors act cumulatively rather 
than separately, and thus multiple hardships greatly increase the likelihood of 
crime or deviance.

SES and School Bullying

Researchers have found SES to be correlated with bullying involvement by 
comparing results across students (Alikasifoglu et al. 2007), schools 
(Winnaar, Arends, and Beku 2018), and geographic areas, including nations 
(Due et al. 2009). Tippett and Wolke (2014) conducted a meta-analysis of 
twenty-eight studies. They noted that (1) most studies measured risk of vic-
timization rather than perpetration; (2) most studies found significant asso-
ciations between low SES and victimization, bullying, and bullying/victimi-
zation; (3) of the studies that found an association, its strength ranged widely; 
and (4) measures of SES varied greatly across studies, with some using a single 
SES indicator, such as parental education, wealth, income, or occupation, 
while other studies used composite measures that combined two or more 
such indicators.

Tippett and Wolke (2014) found that victimization was positively associ-
ated with low SES. The authors discussed possible explanations for the asso-
ciation. A direct explanation might be that children of lower SES backgrounds 
are bullied due to their reduced ability “to afford lifestyle goods or resources 
available to the rest of the peer group,” while higher SES might protect chil-
dren from victimization due to “greater access to intellectual resources” 
(Tippett and Wolke 2014, e55). However, given the weak correlation, the 
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authors believed that an indirect relationship was more likely. Children from 
lower SES families have more adverse home environments that may include 
harsher parenting, abuse, and exposure to violence, each of which has been 
associated with victimization. The authors found that bullying perpetration 
was not related to low SES but was (weakly) negatively correlated with high 
SES. The authors noted that this might seem surprising because aggression 
and antisocial behavior (ASB) have been strongly linked with low SES. 
However, the authors pointed to findings that many bullies do not exhibit 
behavioral difficulties but use aggression strategically “as a means of raising 
their social profile and attaining dominance over their peers” (Tippet and 
Wolke 2014, e56). In addition, the costs of bullying behaviors are relatively 
low. Thus, “bullying perpetration would be expected in any socioeconomic 
strata in which there are potential gains to be made” (Tippet and Wolke  
2014, e56).

While the relationship between SES and bullying roles is relatively weak 
and may be mostly indirect, many studies after 2014 have continued to find 
a negative correlation between SES and victimization in a variety of places, 
including Finland (Knaappila et al. 2018) and Jordan (Shaheen et al. 2018). 
Some studies have also found a negative correlation between SES and bully-
ing perpetration (e.g., Knaappila et al. 2018), while others have found bully-
ing perpetrators to have higher SES, such as a finding in Columbia (Chaux 
and Castellanos 2015). Research has yet to parse out the mechanism that 
links SES and bullying/victimization. Qualitative research may be particu-
larly useful in testing hypothetical explanations such as those offered by 
Tippett and Wolke (2014), discussed above. However, it appears that the 
amount of inequality (both within schools and at a macro level) is a stronger 
predictor of bullying/victimization than is absolute SES, as we explore next.

SES Inequality and Relative Deprivation

Many studies have confirmed that SES inequality is positively associated 
with bullying behaviors. A systematic review of thirty-one studies on bully-
ing and victimization found that individual factors were the largest contribu-
tors but that inequalities were associated with bullying/victimization at the 
school, city, and country levels (Azeredo et al. 2015). The rate of poverty was 
not associated with bullying. Similarly, Due et al. (2009) reported results 
from the study Health Behavior in School-Aged Children (HBSAC) that 
collected data in 2001–2002 from children and adolescents across thirty-five 
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countries. The authors found that the level of victimization was not related 
to a country’s overall gross domestic product (GDP) but was positively cor-
related with inequality, at the level of individual schools as well as across 
countries. Another study using HBSAC data for multiple years, with 117 
different country-level samples, found that both victimization and bullying 
perpetration were positively correlated with income inequality (Elgar et al. 
2013). Studies within countries have reported similar results. Chaux, Molano, 
and Podlesky (2009) found that inequality (measured in terms of land own-
ership) was positively correlated with bullying behaviors in Columbian 
schools but absolute poverty was not.

Inequality’s correlation with ASB is complex. It may be that inequality 
fosters “a societal norm of accepting socioeconomic inequality [that] may 
lead to more widespread approval of behaviors associated with status differ-
ences, such as bullying” (Due et al. 2009, 913). It is also possible that “indi-
viduals in societies with greater inequality are more likely to draw compari-
sons of relative position, which can elicit status anxiety or stress and erode 
social resources that inhibit violence” (Napoletano et al. 2016, 3445). This 
relates to Runciman’s (1966) development of relative deprivation (RD) the-
ory, which posits that people are influenced more by their relative position 
than their absolute position; that is, people feel most deprived when compar-
ing themselves to others as opposed to a theoretical state. RD has intuitive 
appeal because it helps explain contradictions in other theories, such as why 
crime does not rise with deep recessions or depressions but does rise as econo-
mies are improving. RD would suggest that in bad economic times most 
people feel that everyone is doing poorly, but when conditions are improving 
some people feel left behind and thus relatively deprived. RD can also explain 
offending across all class levels instead of just lower-class offending, to which 
some strain theories and subcultural theories (discussed below) limit them-
selves. Because people construct their own sense of class and class relations, 
“relative deprivation can be found in those with money as well as those with-
out” (Webber 2007, 104).

RD has been tested at micro and macro levels. In experiments with indi-
viduals, Greitemeyer and Sagioglou (2017) found that RD increased partici-
pants’ aggressive affect and behavior. At the macro level, researchers such as 
Blau and Blau (1982) have found RD to be positively related to violent crime. 
More recently, Burraston, McCutcheon, and Watts (2018), in a study of US 
counties, found that both absolute and relative deprivation predicted rates of 
violent crime, with income inequality interacting with the relationship.
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A study by Napoletano et al. (2016) is one of the few to have directly meas-
ured RD at the individual student level. That study found that RD was asso-
ciated with both bullying perpetration and victimization, with the strongest 
relationship involving the bully-victim group. The authors noted that com-
paring oneself unfavorably to others can create negative feelings “and [a sense 
of] overall lack of control over one’s life” (3457), and this exacerbates other 
problems. Thus, “it is understandable why individuals with higher levels of 
RD are more likely to become engaged in both perpetrating bullying and 
being victimized” (3457). Results from these and other studies remind us 
“bullying is not a ‘natural’ adolescent behavior, but is conditioned by the 
surrounding social environment” (Due et al. 2009, 912).

A counterintuitive correlate of RD is a finding that victims of bullying in 
countries where bullying is less frequent report lower life satisfaction. 
Arnarsson and Bjarnason (2018) suggested that where bullying is infrequent, 
victimization can “exacerbate the victim’s negative feelings. . . . Being the 
only one bullied in your class is therefore likely to cause much more harm to 
your life satisfaction than, for example, if it also happens to a third of your 
classmates” (1535). Garandeau and Salmivalli (2019) also hypothesized about 
RD and offered additional hypotheses about negative outcomes flowing from 
this “healthy context paradox,” including that victims may be more likely to 
engage in self-blaming attributions (see chapter 3) in a low-bullying environ-
ment. All of this has potential implications for prevention efforts as well as 
providing victim assistance. If antibullying programs reduce bullying overall, 
they might also cause an increase in perceived harm to those who remain 
victimized. There appear to be no extant studies that have explored this 
potentiality (see Garandeau and Salmivalli 2019).

S O C I A L  D I S O R G A N I Z AT I O N  T H E O R I E S

Social disorganization refers to the inability of a community to realize the 
common values of its residents and to maintain effective social controls 
(Kornhauser 1978, 120). The measure of a community’s organization (and its 
“social capital” or “collective efficacy”) is the extent of informal (e.g., friend-
ships) and formal (e.g., schools) networks, and their ability to exert social 
control. In turn, the amount of organization in a community dictates the 
extent to which the community can supervise and control youth behaviors, 
including the formation of gangs.
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The Chicago School and Its Progeny

Shaw and McKay (1942) developed the first social disorganization theory. 
The two worked at the University of Chicago, and thus their work and that 
of their colleagues is referred to as coming from the “Chicago School.” Shaw 
and MacKay, along with their colleagues, developed an “ecological” theory 
that suggests that the confluence of several structural factors—low economic 
attainment, high ethnic heterogeneity, and high residential mobility— 
disrupt community organization and invite crime. Research continues to 
support Shaw and McKay’s model (e.g., Sampson and Groves 1989). In the 
United States, social disadvantages are concentrated in high-poverty urban 
communities (Sampson and Wilson 1995). For children, adverse social condi-
tions interact with individual and family hardships and strain to accumulate 
over the life span and entrench disadvantage (Sampson and Laub 1997).

Social disorganization theories fell out of favor in the 1960s and 1970s as 
social process theories (see chapter 5) and critical theories (see chapter 6) 
became more prominent, but they have seen a resurgence in recent years 
(Sampson 2018), including in combination with other criminological theo-
ries, such as routine activity theory (e.g., Piscitelli and Doherty 2018).

Neighborhood, School Climate, and Antisocial Behavior

Researchers have found that both community and school-level variables are 
correlated with juvenile delinquency and with peer aggression, including 
school bullying/victimization. Results vary as to the strength of the associa-
tion due partly to how researchers conceptualize and measure disorganiza-
tion. One multinational study found neighborhood social capital was nega-
tively correlated with both juvenile crime and victimization (Binik et al. 
2019). A study of Boston adolescents found that neighborhood income ine-
quality was positively associated with some boys’ level of aggression and vio-
lence (Pabayo, Molnar, and Kawachi 2014). Studies have also shown small-
to-moderate correlations between youth antisocial behavior and factors such 
as schools’ structural characteristics (e.g., Pauwels and Svensson 2015) and 
perceived strength of the school community (e.g., Battistich and Hom 1997). 
Other studies that have looked specifically at peer aggression and victimiza-
tion have shown a small-to-moderate relationship with neighborhood  
conditions. In a study of middle and high school students in North Carolina 
(United States), researchers found neighborhood disorder was positively 
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associated with physical, verbal, and cyber bullying (Holt, Turner, and  
Exum 2014).

Many studies have also found small-to-moderate relationships between 
school climate and problem behaviors, including peer aggression. School 
climate is defined as the “pattern of students’, parents’, and school personnel’s 
experience of school life [that] reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal 
relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures” 
(Cohen et al. 2009, 182). The construct has been conceptualized as, among 
others, “school attachment,” “school commitment,” “school connectedness,” 
“teacher attachment,” “school satisfaction,” “school bonding,” and “school 
environment” (see Reaves et al. 2018). Cohen et al. (2009) identified four 
measurable dimensions of school climate: safety, relationships, teaching, and 
learning. Others have included more or different elements (see discussion in 
Reaves et al. 2018). School climate has been operationalized mostly through 
participants’ self-reported perceptions, using standardized measures as well 
as those designed for particular studies (see Reaves et al. 2018), and has been 
measured at the level of the classroom or the entire school (Williford and 
Zinn 2018). A meta-analysis of thirty-six studies showed a moderate relation-
ship between perceptions of school climate and violence at school (Steffgen, 
Recchia, and Viechtbauer 2013). A later meta-analysis of thirteen studies 
showed a small but significant relationship between school climate and prob-
lem behavior, including violence, general misconduct, and delinquency 
(Reaves et al. 2018). Both articles noted the high degree of heterogeneity 
among the studies, and neither was able to identify any specific moderators 
of the climate-behavior relationship. This might be because only some aspects 
of negative climate predict bullying behaviors (Dorio et al. 2019).

Most studies that have examined the relationship between various school-
level climate factors and bullying/victimization specifically reported a small 
but significant effect. Azeredo et al. (2015) found that the thirty-one studies 
they reviewed used a wide variety of measures of school climate, with some 
assessing general climate indicators and others specifically measuring the 
antibullying climate. Two of the general measures—school size and class 
size—showed inconsistent results, with some studies reporting positive asso-
ciations with bullying, some negative, and some no significant association. 
(We suggest that school and class size are rather weak and indirect measures 
of school climate.) Higher scores on two of the antibullying climate measures 
(whether schools had clear rules and regulations around bullying, and 
whether they encouraged antibullying and provictim attitudes) were corre-
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lated with less bullying (Azeredo et al. 2015). Individual studies have found 
correlations between most aspects of school climate and rates of most bully-
ing behaviors and victimization types in many countries, whether the indica-
tor was called “school climate” (Fink et al. 2018; Han, Zhang, and Zhang 
2017; Holfeld and Leadbeater 2017) or other terms such as “social capital” 
(Carney, Liu, and Hazler 2018), “school social climate” (Mazur, Tabak, and 
Zawadzka 2017), “collective efficacy” (Olsson, Låftman, and Modin 2017), or 
“school ethos” (Modin, Låftman, and Östberg 2017), or by its negative coun-
terparts, “normlessness” (Mann et al. 2015) and “negative school perceptions” 
(Harel-Fisch et al. 2011). There have been very few studies that have investi-
gated the relationship between school physical disorder and bullying. One 
such study reported conflicting findings: the number of broken lights was 
positively associated with bullying, while the amount of graffiti was nega-
tively associated (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, and Johnson 2015).

Researchers have raised the question of causality in these studies, that is, 
whether perceptions of school climate lead to antisocial behavior or if commit-
ting antisocial behavior (or being victimized or witnessing it) results in nega-
tive perceptions of school climate. Longitudinal studies have shed light on that 
question. For instance, Holfeld and Leadbeater (2017) found that perceptions 
of better school climate predicted lower rates of cyberbullying victimization 
one year later among more than six hundred Canadian elementary school 
students. Dorio et al. (2019) found that bullying participation (as perpetrators 
and supporters) was predicted by “students’ observations of delinquency and 
illegal behaviors on school grounds” but (unexpectedly) not by “students’ 
observations of incivility and disruptive behaviors among peers” (12).

Another question involves interactions between different levels of analy-
sis. Winnaar, Arends, and Beku (2018) noted, “schools are miniature versions 
of the surrounding community, and hence . . . the risk factors experienced in 
the community increases [sic] the schools’ predisposition to violence” (S1, 
citing to Burton and Leoschut 2013). Similarly, Mazur, Tabak, and Zawadzka 
(2017) reported that school climate was highly correlated with neighborhood-
level social capital in their study of more than four thousand students in 
Polish lower secondary schools. Just as schools are “nested” in neighbor-
hoods, classrooms are “nested” in schools, and thus classroom-level climate 
can be strongly influenced by school-level climate (Williford and Zinn 2018). 
While it appears that school-level variables also have the potential to reduce 
or magnify the effects of community factors (Mann et al. 2015), it is not 
always clear as to whether between-school differences are due to individual, 
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classroom, or school-level factors. Jansen et al. (2012) found that school-level 
SES differences became nonsignificant after controlling for family SES. 
Thus, between-school differences in their study were completely explained by 
the aggregation of family-level disadvantage. It is also important to note that 
while many individual-level variables cannot directly change institutional 
ones, it is quite possible that institutional-level factors (e.g., widespread bul-
lying) can shape individual perceptions (e.g., feeling safe at school; see 
Azeredo et al. 2015). Climate has been shown to interact with individual-level 
factors, such as student self-control (Holt, Turner, and Exum 2014); positive 
school climate can offer compensating effects to individual risk factors for 
delinquency (Kirk 2009). We explore these mutual influences more deeply in 
chapter 7.

S T R U C T U R A L  S T R A I N  T H E O R I E S

The origins of structural strain theory can be found in the work of Émile 
Durkheim (1858–1917). Durkheim was a functionalist—that is, he was con-
cerned with the ordering of social institutions and relations, and their posi-
tive effects. He saw industrial societies as having moved from simple “mecha-
nistic” forms to complex “organic” ones made up of many interdependent 
parts. Durkheim saw that society was becoming more organized around 
occupational roles that were increasingly diversified. He did not necessarily 
see this as a problem because individuals needed to cooperate in order to 
provide for themselves (Marks 1974). However, this division of labor could 
take on various “abnormal forms” where solidarity does not occur. Durkheim 
referred to this state as anomie, wherein there are deficiencies in social inter-
action that result in moral dysregulation—that is, a mismatch between indi-
vidual and societal expectations. Durkheim believed that rates of crime and 
deviance would increase under anomic conditions, particularly in times of 
rapid social change.

Merton’s Anomie Theory

Robert K. Merton (1938) further developed Durkheim’s concept of anomie 
and its relationship to deviance and crime. Merton developed a typology that 
combined two variables: cultural goals and institutionalized (socially 
accepted) means. In the United States, a main cultural goal is to achieve 
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material success, and the accepted means are to use one’s own initiative and 
talent to “get ahead.” However, many people—due to either personal charac-
teristics or blocked opportunities—are not able to achieve desired goals. 
Under Merton’s typology, individuals can either accept or reject the cultural 
goals and institutionalized means, creating four potential responses:

•	 “conformity,” in which a person accepts the goals and means;
•	 “innovation,” where a person accepts the goals but rejects the means 

(individuals could innovate using alternative legal means, or they  
could engage in deviance or crime to get what they want);

•	 “ritualism,” where a person rejects the goals but accepts the means; and
•	 “retreatism,” involving rejection of both the goals and means.

Merton also suggested a fifth option (“rebellion”), wherein a person fights to 
overturn the system in order to inject new goals and means. Merton claimed 
that anomie occurs in a society where there is widespread disjunction 
between goals and means.

Merton’s emphasis on economic goals makes his strain theory not obvi-
ously directly applicable to school bullying. However, there may be indirect 
connections. For instance, experiencing bullying could lead a victim to 
engage in less aggressive forms of delinquency like substance use, a form of 
“retreatism” identified by Merton (Cullen et al. 2008). In addition, students 
who are not able to achieve popularity may “innovate” by using bullying to 
attempt to achieve that status.

General Strain Theory

Early strain theories such as Merton’s drew many criticisms. Among them 
was a perceived overemphasis on economic goals as opposed to those from 
other life realms. Robert Agnew (1992) attempted to correct some of the 
perceived deficiencies in Mertonian strain theories and proposed a general 
strain theory (GST). Agnew (1992) drew from research in the medical litera-
ture about the effects of stress, from the social-psychological literature on 
equity/justice, and from psychological insights into frustration-aggression 
and social learning. As first proposed, GST was a social-psychological model 
and thus focused on individuals and their relationships with their immediate 
social environments, with a particular focus on adolescents. Agnew (1992) 
proposed three sources of strain that arise from negative relationships. He 
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wrote, “other individuals may (1) prevent one from achieving positively val-
ued goals, (2) remove or threaten to remove positively valued stimuli that one 
possesses, or (3) present or threaten to present one with noxious or negatively 
valued stimuli” (50). Strain leads to negative emotions, including disappoint-
ment, depression, and fear, but most relevantly, anger.

Experiencing strain creates “a predisposition for delinquency . . . in those 
cases in which it is chronic or repetitive” (60). GST is one of the most tested 
criminological theories and has been applied to diverse phenomena, including 
terrorism (Agnew 2010). Studies have generally supported the core ideas of 
GST (Moon and Jang 2014, 2149). We note that because GST considers self-
control, peer and parental influence, and social bonds, studies testing GST also 
have found support for other criminological theories that incorporate those 
variables (Cullen et al. 2008; Jang, Song, and Kim 2014; Lianos and McGrath 
2018; Moon and Jang 2014). Agnew (1999) also proposed how GST can operate 
at the macro level, such as across communities, a theory that has come to be 
known as macro strain theory (MST). MST has not been widely tested, but 
authors of one study involving delinquency found partial support for it and 
suggested it be further developed (Brezina, Piquero, and Mazerolle 2001).

Many researchers have applied GST to bullying, with most reported results 
confirming the theory, whether explaining the roles of perpetrators, bully-
victims, or victims. We discussed in chapter 1 how many studies have associ-
ated bullying victimization with delinquency. It is relatively easy to see how 
GST can provide such a link. In his further development of GST, Agnew 
(2001, 2006) identified several types of strain that he suggested are more likely 
to influence deviant or criminal activity. First, there are strains that are high 
in magnitude, are chronic, or threaten a person’s identity. Bullying is by defi-
nition a chronic phenomenon because it involves repeated negative behavior. 
In addition, the content of the bullying behavior is frequently related to the 
victim’s identity, such as attempting to enforce “appropriate” heteromasculine 
and feminine behavior (Cohen and Brooks 2014). Second, there are strains 
that a person sees as unjust or as violating a justice norm. Victimization 
“should be a potent type of strain to individuals because it is an intentional 
behavior where the victimized are purposely singled out” (Keith 2018, 69). 
Third are “strains that are associated with reducing social control (e.g., strains 
that reduce what an individual has to lose by engaging in deviance)” (Keith 
2018, 69). This type of strain appears salient here because studies have shown 
that victimization leads to decreased school attachment and perhaps lower 
academic achievement. Last are strains that create an incentive to engage in 
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deviant or criminal activity. In the case of victimization, this could occur 
because the perpetrator provides a deviant model or because retaliation gives 
the victim an immediate—albeit temporary—release of strain. In fact, Agnew 
(2006) specifically identified “abusive peer relations, especially among youth” 
(70) as one of the “strains more likely to cause crime” (72). Agnew (2001) also 
noted that it “has been neglected as a type of strain” (346).

Research has also generally supported GST as an explanation for the bul-
lying victimization-delinquency relationship. A cross-sectional study involv-
ing a sample of 2,437 middle school students in Virginia reported a signifi-
cant but weak relationship between victimization and delinquency in both 
girls and boys, and with substance use in boys (Cullen et al. 2008). Hay, 
Meldrum, and Mann (2010), in a study involving four hundred adolescents 
from a southeastern US state, also found a significant and “relatively large” 
relationship between victimization and delinquency (137), and an even larger 
relationship between victimization and internalizing behaviors (self-harm 
and suicidal ideation).

Other cross-sectional studies have suggested that the strain of victimiza-
tion can lead to perpetration. A study analyzing nationally representative US 
schoolchildren found peer victimization to be the strongest correlate of per-
petration (parental rejection and negative school experience were nonsignifi-
cant; Yang, Nelson-Gardell, and Guo 2018). Yang, Nelson-Gardell, and Guo 
(2018) also found that anger mediated the relationship, consistent with GST. 
Similarly, a cross-sectional Australian study of a small sample of young adults 
(aged eighteen to thirty) found that victimization (here, by cyberbullying) 
was the strain that was most associated with cyberbullying perpetration 
(beyond academic and financial strain; Lianos and McGrath 2018). 
Longitudinal studies of Korean youth also found support for GST (Jang, 
Song, and Kim 2014; Park and Metcalfe, 2020). For instance, Park and 
Metcalfe (2020) found that victimization increased the likelihood of delin-
quent behaviors. Jang, Song, and Kim (2014) found that youth who were 
victimized by traditional bullying were later more likely to engage in cyber-
bullying perpetration, even as the level of cyberbullying among all youth 
declined. The authors hypothesized that victimized youth were “externaliz-
ing their strain in cyberspace” (92), but it is also possible that social learning 
was a factor. Given data limitations, it is unknown whether victimized youth 
in the Jang, Song, and Kim study were “taking it out on” their bullies or on 
neutral targets. An important finding is that prior victimization was a 
stronger predictor of later cyberbullying than was strain associated with 
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parents, homework, and finances. Researchers have also applied strain theory 
to explain the relationship between victimization and lower academic 
achievement (e.g., Torres, D’Alessio, and Stolzenberg 2020).

Studies that have examined sources of strain besides victimization have 
also found general support for GST. A cross-sectional study of approximately 
two thousand middle school students found a relationship between both a 
multidimensional measure of strain and a measure of anger-frustration on 
the one hand, with traditional bullying and cyberbullying on the other hand 
(Patchin and Hinduja 2011). However, the authors found—contrary to GST 
predictions—that anger-frustration was an independent contributor to bul-
lying and did not mediate the strain-perpetration relationship. Moon and 
Jang (2014) also found strain to be correlated with bullying behaviors (here 
measured only in their physical and psychological forms). The four sources of 
strain in their study of 296 middle school students from a southwestern US 
state were family conflict, racial discrimination, criminal victimization, and 
teachers’ emotional punishment. Anger mediated the first three sources of 
strain, as GST would predict. However, the last source—teachers’ emotional 
punishment—was a direct contributor to bullying behaviors. This might be 
because poor treatment by teachers operates through a social learning process 
rather than a strain-anger one.

Institutional Anomie Theory

Messner and Rosenfeld (1994) developed institutional anomie theory (IAT), 
a macro-level strain theory that starts with two related propositions. First, 
US cultural norms highly value material success, to the detriment of other 
areas of family, social, and civic life. Second, the United States has dispropor-
tionately more serious crime, particularly violent crime, than other developed 
nations. Messner and Rosenfeld (1994) posited that the desire to obtain mon-
etary rewards produces strong pressure to attain those rewards by the most 
efficacious means (84–85). This is similar to Merton’s strain theory; however, 
Messner and Rosenfeld departed from Merton by arguing, among other 
things, that expansion of economic opportunities increases rather than 
decreases societal anomie due to constant striving. They also suggested that 
in advanced capitalist societies—and particularly in the United States—all 
societal institutions become monetized and subservient to economic inter-
ests and thus cannot operate as a check against anomic conditions. For 
instance, they wrote, “education is regarded largely as a means to occupa-



S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E  T h E O R I E S  •  85

tional attainment, which in turn is valued primarily insofar as it promises 
economic rewards” (Messner and Rosenfeld 1994, 78).

Researchers have also applied IAT at the meso or micro level, hypothesiz-
ing that the same forces that create a society that overemphasizes material 
success encourage concomitant individual and institutional attitudes and 
behaviors (Messner, Thome, and Rosenfeld 2008). In this vein, Hövermann 
et al. (2015) introduced the concept of a “marketized mentality” (MM). They 
saw MM as an individual-level counterpart to the collective anomie of 
advanced industrialized nations. MM consists of orientation to achievement, 
excessive individualism, universalism (standards of success apply to everyone 
regardless of ability or opportunity), and a fetishistic attitude toward money 
(that is, getting more money is the key to success). Groß, Hövermann, and 
Messner (2018) are some of the few researchers that have attempted to explain 
juvenile delinquency using IAT at the individual level. The authors worked 
with data from 4,150 students in sixty-nine German schools. They found 
violent delinquency was higher where there was a more anomic school cli-
mate and where individual students reported higher levels of MM (361–62).

We are unaware of any studies that have applied IAT to bullying specifi-
cally. It would seem that if theories are correct that peer aggression is largely 
a goal-directed behavior (Volk, Dane, and Marini 2014), with a primary goal 
of achieving greater social status (Faris and Felmlee 2011a, 2011b, 2014), then 
IAT might be a fruitful avenue of exploration. Interestingly, one experimen-
tal study showed that peer rejection decreased implicit self-esteem and 
boosted materialism (Jiang et al. 2015). If this finding applies more broadly, 
there could be a feedback loop between materialism and at least some forms 
of school bullying.

S U B C U LT U R A L / C U LT U R E  C O N F L I C T  T H E O R I E S

Culture conflict theories arose in about the middle of the twentieth century. 
They are based in the idea of cultural deviance, which refers to “conduct 
which reflects socialization to subcultural values and derivative norms that 
conflict with the law” (Kornhauser 1978, 21).

These theories suggest that subcultures are not entirely distinct or separate 
but share many of the values of the larger culture. The three most prominent 
culture conflict theories suggest that class (SES) is a major determinant of 
culture and thus a major contributor to crime. Cloward and Ohlin (1960) 
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studied the formation of youth gangs and developed their theory of differ-
ential opportunity, which posits that low SES juveniles choose to become 
part of subcultures due to the discrepancy between cultural aspirations and 
the ability of those in the lower SES strata to achieve them through legiti-
mate means, echoing Merton. Cohen (1955) argued that delinquency arises 
when low SES youth fail to live up to middle-class standards, particularly 
when it comes to schooling. If working-class juveniles fail to succeed in 
school, they join a delinquent subculture that provides them an opportunity 
for status attainment through different means, also invoking Merton’s con-
ception. Miller (1958) developed focal concerns theory to explain adolescent 
gang formation. Miller felt that those in the lower SES strata have a different 
set of values and “focal concerns” that differ from mainstream culture and 
that contribute not just to crime but also to their own impoverishment. He 
identified these focal concerns as trouble, toughness, smartness, excitement, 
fate, and autonomy. Miller thought that youth learned to adhere to these 
concerns through exposure to the subculture as opposed to being a reaction 
to blocked opportunity.

Subcultural theories are not prominent as we write, for several reasons. 
First, there is little empirical support for the existence of large-scale, distinct 
subcultures that approve of crime and delinquency (Kornhauser 1978, 214–
18). Second, the theories’ emphasis on “lower-class values” as criminogenic is 
problematic at best. Research shows that juveniles and adults in all segments 
of society engage in significant delinquent or criminal behavior (Braithwaite 
1981), yet there is little discussion of “subcultures” that approve of, say, insider 
trading. Third, the theories do not go far in explaining why most youth in 
low SES strata do not choose to join gangs or engage in significant violence. 
Last, the theories—and particularly that of Miller—appear to blame those 
living in poverty for their own condition, a position that should feel unpalat-
able to many.

While there has been extensive criminological research on subcultures, 
these theories have not been applied much to peer aggression, including 
school bullying. Braithwaite (2006) suggested that bullying perpetrators are 
alienated from the school, and they solve the negative feelings (mostly shame) 
that arise “by constituting a delinquent subculture with values that invert 
those of the school—for example toughness instead of control of aggression, 
contempt for property instead of respect for property. By inverting the 
school’s values, rejected children collectively create a subculture that inter-
prets them as a success rather than a failure” (Braithwaite 2006, 406). 
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However, this is likely not the case for most children who engage in bullying. 
Empirical research has demonstrated that bullies tend to be popular (if not 
always well liked), bullies do not share common characteristics, and children 
frequently change roles over time.

A specific avenue that seems more promising involves the subculture of 
organized sports. Few studies have examined whether sports aggression 
among children “spills over” into nonsport peer relationships (Vveinhardt, 
Komskiene, and Romero 2017). Most studies have been limited to examining 
bullying or harassment within the sport (i.e., player on player) and within 
community-based as opposed to school-based leagues (e.g., Gendron and 
Frenette 2016; Vveinhardt, Komskiene, and Romero 2017). We first describe 
research on the relationship between sports participation and delinquency 
and other antisocial behavior before turning to a discussion about sports and 
peer aggression more specifically.

Research with children and youth concerning the association between 
sports participation and antisocial behavior or delinquency is complex, and 
findings are mixed. Most studies show that engagement with sports is associ-
ated with less overall delinquency and a greater likelihood to graduate from 
high school and to attend college (see Kreager 2007). At least one study 
showed that participation in high school sports diminished the association 
between childhood conduct disorder and adult antisocial behavior (Samek 
et al. 2015). Sports participation is said to promote development of positive 
character traits such as self-esteem, self-regulation, cooperation, and persever-
ance, all prosocial traits that are associated with less juvenile delinquency 
(Spruit et al. 2016). These findings are consistent with control theories dis-
cussed in chapter 5 as well as routine activity theory discussed in chapter 2. 
However, some studies show that participation in team sports is positively 
associated with delinquent behaviors, perhaps due to decreased moral judg-
ment. This is consistent with subcultural theories as well as social learning 
(chapters 2 and 5), differential association theory (chapter 5), and cultural 
criminology and masculinity theories (chapter 6). For instance, behaviors 
such as using banned performance-enhancing drugs “stem directly from the 
normative definitions learned in sports, a concept [Hughes and Coakley 
(1991)] call ‘positive deviance’ ” (Kreager 2007, 708).

Large-scale analyses have also shown mixed results. A meta-analysis of  
fifty-one studies found that sports participation was not associated with  
overall juvenile delinquency or any of several delinquency submeasures  
(Spruit et al. 2016). Spruit et al. (2016) also found that participation in  
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individual sports was related to less delinquency but that participation in team 
sports was not related to delinquency. The authors considered several hypoth-
eses for the null effect, including that the positive and negative characteristics 
of sports are countervailing. This is supported by two studies of boys and 
young men (aged nine to nineteen) from soccer clubs in the Netherlands that 
found that prosocial and antisocial behavior could be traced to elements of the 
playing environment (Rutten et al. 2008, 2011). However, a smaller systematic 
analysis of eleven studies found a positive correlation between sports participa-
tion, alcohol use, and aggression and violence (Sønderlund et al. 2014). That 
analysis included three studies of middle or high school students, each of 
which showed correlations among the variables.

Kreager (2007) noted, “By applying lessons learned in sports, athletes may 
perceive violence and intimidation as acceptable means of achieving off-the-
field goals and solving problems unrelated to sports” (708). The opposing 
“cathartic effect” hypothesis—that competitive sports provide an opportu-
nity for discharge of aggression—has received little empirical support 
(Endresen and Olweus 2005). Many youth sports—whether community- or 
school-based—involve a substantial amount of unnecessary aggression that 
is approved by coaches, players, or parents and thus seen as normal. “These 
behaviors may take place covertly, but the fact that they occur appears to be 
an open secret in the sporting world” (Vveinhardt Komskiene, and Romero 
2017, 235). Gendron and Frenette (2016) noted that aggression in sports “is 
merely a reflection of its prevalence in society as a whole” (51). However, dif-
ferent sports appear to encourage more violence than do others (Gendron 
and Frenette 2016; Vveinhardt. Komskiene, and Romero 2017). In addition 
to how violence-prone the sport is, the sports/aggression link would appear 
to be highly contingent on the contexts of local subcultures whether at the 
community, school, or individual team level (Gendron and Frenette 2016). 
Individual effects (the character and predisposition of athletes) may also 
contribute.

In addition, sports participation may affect only particular subtype(s) of 
aggression. Sherrill and Bradel (2017) conducted a quasi-experimental study 
with a sample of men college students. The authors found that subjects who 
had regularly participated in team contact sports in high school were signifi-
cantly more likely to exhibit a greater disposition to instrumental aggression 
(that is, nonprovoked aggression directed at an opponent during a competi-
tion) but not to hostile aggression (aggression in response to a provoking  
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situation). The authors hypothesized that athletes quickly learn that aggres-
sion is rewarded if it is in service of the team’s goals, but that retaliatory/
hostile aggression is discouraged. This outcome is worrying if we agree with 
researchers such as Volk, Dane, and Marini (2014) and others that bullying 
is a goal oriented, adaptive behavior.

Kreager (2007) analyzed data from the US National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent Health involving students in grades seven through twelve and 
found that boys who participated in the closest contact sports had highly 
elevated involvement in serious fighting (40 percent higher for football play-
ers and 45 percent higher for wrestlers, each compared to nonathletes). This 
was true even when controlling for selection effects—that is, that violence-
prone youth may choose to play aggressive contact sports. Playing baseball 
and basketball were not associated with fighting, and playing tennis was asso-
ciated with a reduced likelihood (35 percent) of fighting. In addition, boys 
whose friends mostly played football also had increased risk of involvement 
in fighting, as compared to boys whose friends mostly played other sports. In 
another study, Endresen and Olweus (2005) collected data from 1,592 boys in 
Bergen, Norway, three times over the course of two years. They measured 
boys’ participation in “power sports” (wrestling, weightlifting, martial arts, 
and boxing) and administered two questionnaires that measured antisocial 
behavior and violence outside of the sporting activity. The authors found “the 
correlations [between involvement in power sports and both measures] were 
positive, of substantial magnitude, and highly significant” (472). They also 
found that there were no selection effects—that is, it did not appear that the 
increase in antisocial and violent behavior was due to the boys’ having chosen 
the sport because they were aggressive to begin with. The relationship with 
violence was strongest for boxing and weakest for martial arts. The authors 
found this unsurprising because of the former sport’s explicit encouragement 
of interpersonal violence while the latter emphasizes defensive capacity. The 
authors hypothesized that violence and ASB result “from the practice of the 
sport itself, and very likely, from repeated contact with ‘macho’ attitudes, 
norms, and ideals with a focus on muscles and physical strength and a belief 
in the value of toughness, and maybe violation of societal norms” (477).

The sports-bullying relationship appears underexplored, particularly as to 
girls’ sports participation. One small study of sixty-nine adolescent girls who 
played in community-based athletic programs found that bullying preva-
lence rates were twice that of the national average for low-level bullying and 
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three times the national average for more serious bullying (Volk and Lagzdins 
2009). However, there are few similar studies, so this finding needs further 
testing and replication. Another area of exploration is the mechanisms 
behind the positive associations between sports participation and bullying, 
including determining whether bullying outside of the sport flows from the 
nature of the sport, from cultural practices associated with the sport, such as 
hazing, or from other factors. It is also of interest that, while various studies 
have implicated “cultures” or “subcultures” (Gendron and Frenette 2016, 53, 
56, 60, 61; Vveinhardt, Komskiene, and Romero 2017, 236, 240), including 
“macho subcultures” (Endresen and Olweus 2005, 469–70), few have applied 
established subcultural theories.

Some studies have examined the relationship between bullying roles and 
participation in school-based physical education (PE) classes. Jiménez-Barbero 
et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of quantitative and qualitative 
studies regarding PE and bullying and drew the following conclusions:

•	 Victims are less likely to participate in, and enjoy, PE classes than are 
other students. Because victims’ participation is non-self-determined, 
they may be less likely to engage in physical activity outside of PE classes. 
This is concerning, because regular exercise has been shown to be a 
protective factor for negative outcomes of at least some forms of bullying 
(see also Sibold et al. 2020).

•	 Risk factors for victimization in PE classes include being overweight and 
having nontraditional gender expression, social and motor skills deficits, 
and low academic achievement.

•	 There is evidence that PE can provide an opportunity for victims to 
develop self-esteem and to foster a class climate favoring empathy and 
reducing bullying behaviors, but PE classes can also be a subject where 
bullying is highly prevalent.

•	 PE teachers can reduce the likelihood of bullying by supporting students’ 
“basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness” 
(88; see also Montero-Carretero, Barbado, and Cervelló 2020). However, 
they can also encourage further bullying “by ignoring school violence, 
using curricular options that may favor bullying, or by reproducing social 
discourses that can promote negative experiences in PE classes” (93).

•	 Few studies have empirically explored or evaluated the use of antibully-
ing methods in PE classes.
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R E D U C E  S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G ?

A uniform dress code in public schools is common in many coun-
tries, including England and some of its former colonies, such as 
Australia, and in those nations that emphasize collectivist values, 
such as Japan. however, mandating school uniforms for US pub-
lic school students has been controversial—as have dress codes in 
many schools—because it invokes issues involving class, race, gen-
der, politics, and law. A school in Baltimore is believed to be the first 
in the United States to have introduced them (in 1987), as part of an 
effort to reduce both parental costs and social pressures on children 
(Brunsma 2005). The Long Beach Unified School district was the first 
large school district in the United States to mandate school uniforms, 
in 1994 (Lopez 2003). Later, other schools in the United States intro-
duced them as part of an effort to reduce gang violence (King 1998). 
Reportedly, school uniforms are on the rise—21 percent of public 
schools in the United States in 2016 required them compared to about 
12 percent in 2000 (Bain 2018). Proponents believe that they reduce 
tardiness, absenteeism, peer aggression, and costs to parents while 
eliminating dress-based competition and improving school climate, 
unity, and discipline. Opponents claim that they reduce children’s 
experience with diversity, stifle individuality, and interfere with First 
Amendment rights of expression (see Brunsma 2005). high uniform 
costs sometimes pose a barrier to education (see Mazzoli Smith and 
Todd 2016; Sabic-El-Rayess et al. 2019). Mandatory uniform policies 
can reduce differences between kids and thus result in less stigmati-
zation of students from low SES families. however, school uniforms 
can also have the unintended consequence of more broadly serving 
as markers of social inequality in the United States because they are 
disproportionately required in urban schools (see grob-Plante 2017).

There has been little empirical research on the effects of school 
uniforms on school climate, peer relationships, school bonds, or 
other factors, and the results have been mixed. In a doctoral disserta-
tion, Brookshire (2016) reported that a georgia school that enacted a 
uniform policy had a more positive school climate and less bullying 
than did a comparison school. A similar study found no difference in 
school climate (Wade and Stafford 2003). Wade and Stafford (2003) 
also found that in schools that required uniforms teachers reported 
less gang presence, but students reported somewhat lower levels of 
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Studies examining the relationship between sports participation/PE and 
violence/bullying tell us that sports participation as a youth violence preven-
tion measure will be effective only if coaches and parents emphasize prosocial 
values of the sports process rather than a deterministic focus on competition 
and winning.

P O L I C Y  I M P L I C AT I O N S  O F  S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E  T H E O R I E S

There is a wide variety of school-based programs meant to address structural 
inequalities. Many early intervention programs have been shown to have 
immediate positive effects as well as ongoing ones. For instance, results  
from a preschool-to-third-grade program resulted in a 25 percent increase in 

self-worth. Another study found no correlation between mandatory 
uniforms and school-wide academic performance (Yeung 2009). 
Some research has shown that the introduction of school uniforms is 
associated with a decline in assaults, weapons carrying, and other 
crimes (e.g., granberg-Rademacker, Bumgarner, and Johnson 2007). 
however, there is very little extant empirical research on the relation-
ship between mandated school uniforms and bullying rates. One 
study found that students tended to perceive that school uniforms 
helped reduce bullying, but that study did not measure actual rates of 
bullying before and after the introduction of uniforms (see Sanchez, 
Yoxsimer, and hill 2012).

Questions

1. Considering all of the pros and cons—setting aside questions of 
peer aggression for now—are you in favor of requiring uniforms 
for public school students in the United States? do you have a 
different answer for elementary schools versus high schools?

2. do you believe that requiring school uniforms would reduce 
bullying or other peer aggression? Would your answer be 
different based on the type of bullying (physical, relational, 
verbal, and cyber)?
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average annual income for the participants at age thirty-four (Reynolds  
et al. 2019). There is also evidence that reducing racial inequalities in school 
discipline could reduce race-based inequality in adult arrests, thus altering 
the school-to-prison pipeline (Barnes and Motz 2018).

Reducing social inequalities has been shown to reduce ASB, including 
peer aggression. A study that used data from the 2011–2012 National Survey 
of Children’s Health reported neighborhood disadvantage was significantly 
associated with bullying perpetration, with the effect stronger for African 
American and Hispanic youth (Sykes, Piquero, and Gioviano 2017). However, 
the authors also found that participation in need-based programs designed 
to attenuate poverty reduced the disadvantage-race-bullying relationship to 
nonsignificance, underscoring the importance of large-scale interventions to 
reduce disadvantage. Schools can also reduce sources of strain in their envi-
ronments by improving school climate by increasing social cohesion and 
reducing excessive competitiveness. Many of the “whole school” prevention 
programs are intended to alter the school climate as well as provide informa-
tion and incentives to individual students. However, many antibullying 
programs remain overly individual focused. Temko (2019) argued for a “soci-
ostructural model of bullying” that takes into account how social institu-
tions act as socialization agents that can implicitly normalize and reproduce 
societal inequalities. Temko concluded that one of the leading prevention 
programs, developed by Dan Olweus, fails to account for institutional and 
cultural influences on the bullying environment.

Temko’s argument illustrates that public policy itself can be viewed “as 
one aspect of the larger social structure. Policy is a set of rules, often sup-
ported by resources, that attempts to constrain or channel behavior in par-
ticular directions through regulative, normative, or cognitive means” 
(Coburn 2016, 466). Thus, “individual choices are constrained by the indi-
vidual’s location in the social structure; policy shapes individual choice by 
influencing this social structure” (467). Thus, it is important that policies 
affecting schools involve the participants in their design and implementa-
tion, increasing understanding and buy-in, and that institutions assess their 
own role in encouraging or perpetuating social inequalities.

Social structure theories are highly compatible with each other. The nega-
tive elements in social disorganization theory can be conceptualized as 
community-level strains. Anomic conditions at the level of the school could 
be seen as creating subcultures that encourage violence or economic striving. 
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In the next chapter, we introduce and apply theories of social process. The 
reader will notice some complementarity between theories of social structure 
and social process. For instance, both the social climate theories and strain 
theories discussed above dovetail with social process theories involving  
social bonds.
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While the social process theories we cover in this chapter each offer a differ-
ent perspective on the form, function, and influence of social interactions 
and socialization processes, they all take as their starting point the notion 
that individual behavior is influenced by external forces, such as the family, 
peer networks, and other formal and informal institutions. We focus the 
chapter on the three main categories of social process theories in criminol-
ogy: learning, control, and labeling. For each category, we discuss its develop-
ment, specific unit theories, and each theory’s applicability to school 
bullying.

L E A R N I N G  T H E O R I E S

Learning theories focus on the process of learning through interaction with 
others, emphasizing processes of socialization. We focus here on the two 
main versions of learning theories in the criminological literature: Edwin 
Sutherland’s theory of differential association and Ronald Akers’s social 
learning theory. Sutherland’s (1947) theory of differential association is the 
foundational learning theory in criminology. Sutherland theorized that (1) 
criminal and delinquent behavior is learned just like any other type of behav-
ior, (2) one’s likelihood of engaging in criminal or delinquent behavior is 
based on the ratio of definitions favorable or unfavorable to law violation, and 
(3) those definitions are learned through interaction with intimate others, 
such as family and friends.

It is important to note that Sutherland’s theory of differential association 
is focused on the learning of definitions favorable to law abiding or law  

F I V E

Social Process Theories



96 •  C h A P T E R  F I V E

violating, not necessarily the association with individuals who do or do not 
violate the law. In other words, it is quite possible that someone would learn 
law-abiding definitions from individuals who engage in criminal behavior 
just as it is quite possible to learn law-violating definitions from individuals 
who rarely engage in criminal behavior. We note this because many tests of 
differential association theory focus on association with delinquent peers, 
which is not a direct measure of Sutherland’s theory.

Two important early critiques of Sutherland’s theoretical work were that 
it does not offer a clear conceptualization or operationalization of definitions 
and that it lacks an explanation of the process through which definitions are 
learned (see Akers 2000; Cressey 1960). Donald Cressey attempted to address 
these limitations of the theory in his research on financial crimes and com-
pulsive crimes (see Akers 2000). Building on this work, Sykes and Matza 
(1957) introduced the notion of techniques of neutralization as an example 
of definitions favorable to law violation. They argued that individuals use 
various techniques as a means to sever their ties to prosocial values and there-
fore gain the freedom to justify their committing deviant or delinquent acts. 
These techniques include denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of 
victim, condemnation of condemners, and appeals to higher loyalties. Ronald 
Akers’s (1973) social learning theory, developed in collaboration with Robert 
Burgess, includes aspects of differential association-reinforcement theory 
and is the most influential modification of Sutherland’s theory. Burgess and 
Akers revised Sutherland’s theory to more explicitly incorporate Skinnerian 
principles of operant conditioning. Akers has continued to refine and test this 
theory, most recently as a general theory of crime (Akers 2000). Akers’s social 
learning theory has been widely tested within the criminological literature, 
with a particular focus on youthful delinquent and deviant behavior.

We focus here on the four primary components of Akers’s social learning 
theory: differential association, definitions, differential reinforcement, and 
imitation. Each of these has received varying degrees of attention in the 
school bullying literature. However, that literature to date does not appear to 
have addressed Akers’s addition of social structural factors, outside of 
employing demographic characteristics as control variables.

Differential Association

Of the four components of social learning theory, differential association has 
garnered the most attention in the school bullying literature. Differential 
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association has two aspects: (1) “direct association and interaction with oth-
ers who engage in certain kinds of behavior” and “indirect association and 
identification with more distant reference groups” (Akers 2000, 76), and (2) 
“different patterns of norms and values to which an individual is exposed 
through this association” (76). Hong, Kim, and Piquero (2017) found that 
deviant peer affiliation increased the likelihood of bullying perpetration 
among their sample of South Korean adolescents. Similarly, in a longitudinal 
study of 1,194 students from four middle schools in a Midwest county in the 
United States, Grant et al. (2019) found higher average levels of bullying 
among those who also reported higher levels of peer deviance. However, not 
all studies support these findings. In an oft-cited study, Moon, Hwang, and 
McCluskey (2011) tested differential association in relation to other theoreti-
cal explanations for school bullying. In their longitudinal analysis of data 
from 655 youths in three schools in South Korea, Moon, Hwang, and 
McCluskey (2011) found that “differential association theory offers little 
power to explain the extent of school bullying” once variables from compet-
ing theoretical perspectives are included (868).

The link between deviant peer associations and bullying behaviors is sup-
ported more consistently in studies of cyberbullying. Hinduja and Patchin 
(2013) analyzed data from a random sample of approximately 4,400 sixth- 
through twelfth-grade students from thirty-three schools in a large school 
district in the southern US. They found students who reported having many 
friends who bullied (at school, while using a computer, and/or with their cell 
phone) were significantly more likely to report that they also cyberbullied 
others. Gofin and Avitzour (2012) found similar results among a sample of 
2,610 junior high school students in Jerusalem. Studies in South Korea found 
that youth having deviant peers was correlated with online harassment (Lee 
2018) and sexual harassment activities (Choi, Lee, and Lee 2017). A study of 
middle and high school students in Kentucky (United States) similarly found 
that higher levels of deviant peer associations increased the likelihood of 
cyber deviance (Holt, Bossler, and May 2012). The study also found associa-
tion with deviant peers mediated (or explained away) the relationship 
between low self-control and cyber deviance.

Definitions

As a component of social learning theory, definitions represent “one’s own 
attitudes or meanings that one attaches to given behavior” (Akers 2000, 76). 
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Akers (2000) stated that definitions can be both general (e.g., larger cultural 
beliefs) and specific (e.g., beliefs about specific acts). Further, definitions favo-
rable to law violation or deviance can be positive (meaning they support the 
behavior) or neutralizing (meaning they justify or excuse the behavior). In 
their analysis of the relationship between witnessing intimate partner vio-
lence and bullying behaviors, Voisin and Hong (2012) noted, “by observing 
violence within the home, youth learn to accept aggression as a legitimate way 
to resolve peer conflicts and to interact with others” (487). Few studies have 
incorporated explicit measures of definitions even though researchers recog-
nize definitions both as an important component of social learning theories 
and an explanation for bullying. This is particularly true for general and posi-
tive forms of definitions. However, we did find one study that examined gen-
eral definitions. Georgiou et al. (2013) studied 231 randomly selected students 
from eleven different schools in urban and rural areas of Cyprus and analyzed 
the relationship between cultural value orientation (a form of general defini-
tions), authoritarian parenting, and bullying perpetration and victimization. 
They found a statistically significant positive correlation between bullying 
perpetration and vertical individualism (an orientation toward wanting to 
become distinguished and acquire status, especially through direct competi-
tion with others). Conversely, they found a negative correlation between bul-
lying and horizontal collectivism (a tendency to see oneself as similar to oth-
ers and to emphasize common goals and interdependence).

Studies that look at specific forms of definitions related to bullying or 
analogous behaviors are more common. Williams and Guerra (2007) found 
that probullying definitions were positively correlated with all types of bul-
lying (as cited in Cesaroni, Downing, and Alvi 2012, 208). Choi, Lee, and Lee 
(2017) incorporated a specific measure of definitions, which included asking 
respondents how they perceived the relative seriousness of a series of online 
sexual harassment behaviors. This measure represents a neutralizing defini-
tion because it assessed the degree to which individuals downplay the serious-
ness of a behavior. They found that “definitions provided more substantial 
contributions to engaging in online sexual harassment activities when com-
pared to differential association” (121). This suggests, in support of social 
learning theory, association with deviant peers must be accompanied by the 
internalization of definitions favorable to law violation in order to have the 
predicted effect.

Similarly, Moon, Hwang, and McCluskey (2011) included a measure of 
definitions in their longitudinal study of South Korean schoolchildren, 



S O C I A L  P R O C E S S  T h E O R I E S  •  99

employing a “legitimacy of violence” index that measures whether the use of 
violence can be justified to defend one’s rights (a neutralizing definition) or 
through positive definitions, such as achieving respect, obtaining fair treat-
ment, resisting exploitation, or avoiding appearing weak (859). They found 
that “students’ attitudes toward the use of violence were a significant predic-
tor of bullying . . . but the effect on bullying disappears with the inclusion of 
variables from competing theoretical perspectives” (868).

Differential Reinforcement

According to Akers (2000), “differential reinforcement refers to the balance 
of anticipated or actual rewards and punishments that follow or are conse-
quences of behavior” (78). The notion of differential reinforcement draws on 
the work of Bandura (1973) and other learning theorists and aligns well with 
early conceptions of the motives for bullying. Powell and Ladd (2010) pointed 
out that Olweus’s (1993) three suggested motives for bullying—a strong need 
for dominance and power, family environment, and the reaping of rewards—
align with Bandura’s three forms of reinforcement, including “external rein-
forcement such as tangible or social rewards, vicarious reinforcement such as 
witnessing parents or other role model aggression, and self-reinforcement, 
which includes the child knowing and understanding they can reap benefits 
from their behavior” (199; emphasis in original).

In terms of empirical studies, differential reinforcement is often tested in 
terms of actual or expected peer responses to bullying behavior. Simon and 
Nail (2013) noted, “children who underestimate peers’ pro-social attitudes 
were more likely to join the bully” (84). Hymel et al. (2015) made a similar 
point, noting that “when peer bystanders were more passive in their responses 
to bullying, children were more likely to blame the victim and to like them 
less” (17; see also Gini, Albiero et al. 2008; Gini, Pozzoli et al. 2008). Similarly, 
Williams and Guerra (2007) found that perceived peer support for bullying, 
a form of positive reinforcement, was positively correlated with all types of 
bullying.

In a more direct analysis of differential reinforcement, Tapper and 
Boulton (2005) analyzed victim and peer group responses to peer aggression 
among seventy-seven children in years three and six in two British primary 
schools. They found that “direct aggression most often resulted in retaliation 
or withdrawal from victims” (247), a form of negative reinforcement. They 
also found that aggression resulted in support for the aggressor from peers, a 
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form of positive reinforcement. In a further deconstruction of the process of 
differential reinforcement, Ziv, Leibovich, and Shechtman (2013) applied a 
social information processing model (see chapter 3) to understand bullying 
and victimization among a sample of 105 adolescents in one middle school in 
Israel. They found “bullies show more consistent patterns of negative process-
ing, expecting others to be hostile and aggressive (like victims), selecting 
aggressive goals, and choosing aggressive responses” (489). This suggests 
 that those who bully are expecting forms of negative reinforcement (victim 
responses) that support their choosing to engage in bullying behaviors. Ziv, 
Leibovich, and Shechtman (2013) also found that bully-victims showed simi-
lar social information processing patterns as those categorized as bullies.

Finally, Nocentini, Menesini, and Salmivalli (2013) conducted a longitu-
dinal analysis of three years of data from a sample of 515 adolescents from 
forty-one high school classrooms in the United States. They found that 
“aggressive adolescents had a high risk for bullying others especially in class-
rooms where bystanders tended to provide reinforcement and social rewards 
for bullying” (502). This finding was supportive of prior research that found 
that “the more bystanders reinforce the bully’s behavior by verbal or nonver-
bal socially rewarding cues . . . the more frequently bullying occurs in a class-
room” (497). Conversely, they also noted that “the more classmates tend to 
defend the victimized peers . . . the less frequently bullying takes place in a 
school classroom” (497). This speaks to a major policy implication of social 
learning theory, namely, the promotion of bystander intervention programs, 
which we explore in this chapter’s Policy Box.

Imitation

Akers’s (2000) conception of imitation is that individuals are more likely to 
engage in a particular behavior subsequent to having observed that or similar 
behaviors in others. Observation may take place in close or intimate relation-
ships (e.g., among peers or family) or through more vicarious means (e.g., 
media influences). Imitation is also contingent upon observed consequences 
of behavior, including relative reinforcement or punishment. While there has 
been some attention paid to the relationship between consumption of violent 
media and delinquent and/or criminal behavior in general, the results of that 
research are mixed at best (see Bender, Plante, and Gentile 2018; Ferguson 
2015). We were able to identify only one study that looked at consumption  
of violent media and bullying. Ferguson and Olson (2014) studied the  
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S C H O O L  B U L LY I N G ?

Bystander intervention programs aim to train students who witness 
bullying to intervene with specific strategies. Polanin, Espelage, and 
Pigott (2012) conducted a meta-analysis of eleven studies of bullying 
prevention programs and found that they had a statistically significant 
impact on bystander intervention behavior. These researchers con-
cluded that bullying prevention efforts should “provide opportunities 
to role-play and practice bystander intervention in vivo” (61). John-
ston et al. (2018) conducted a mixed-methods evaluation of a brief 
bullying bystander intervention program that included role-plays. 
Their analysis showed that program participants increased their 
knowledge and confidence to intervene, and awareness of bullying in 
school. Moreover, 100 percent of the participants who reported hav-
ing witnessed bullying in the thirty days following participation in the 
program employed one or more of the intervention strategies taught 
to them during the training. In another evaluation of the same brief 
intervention program, Midgett, doumas, and Trull (2016) focused on 
the impact of the training on the interveners’ self-esteem and sense 
of belonging. Their analysis found that sixth-grade students who par-
ticipated in the training reported an increase in self-esteem, while 
the control group (wait-listed students) reported a decrease in self-
esteem. The impact on self-esteem was not significant for the other 
grade levels (fourth or fifth), and the training had no significant effect 
on sense of school belonging.

Bystander intervention programs are dependent on witnesses’ 
willingness to intervene. Thornberg, Landgren, and Wiman (2018) 
conducted qualitative semistructured interviews with seventeen jun-
ior high school students from four schools in Sweden and found that 
their motivation to intervene in a bullying situation was influenced by 
their perceptions of the seriousness of the bullying, their relation-
ships with those involved, their sense of personal responsibility, their 
social status in relation to the bully, their perceptions of risk, and their 
level of self-efficacy. Similarly, Cappadocia et al. (2012) found that 
among the 108 children and youth (eight-to-sixteen-year-olds) attend-
ing a residential summer camp in Ontario, Canada, those who 
reported intervening during a bullying incident identified sense of 
social justice—the idea that no one deserves to be bullied—as  
a major motivating factor. Those who indicated they witnessed  
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correlation between playing violent video games and bullying among a sam-
ple of 377 children displaying clinically elevated attention deficit or depres-
sive symptoms on the Pediatric Symptom Checklist. Their findings sup-
ported the general conclusion from the literature, in that “violent video 
games were associated with neither delinquent criminality nor bullying 
behaviors” among their sample (132).

More common in the bullying literature are studies that assess the link 
between observed behaviors within close/intimate relationships, particularly 
in the home, and the perpetration of bullying, a dynamic we touched on in 
chapter 3. Hong, Kim, and Piquero (2017) found that punitive parenting was 
both directly and indirectly related to bullying perpetration among their 
sample of South Korean adolescents. In a review of literature, Hong et al. 
(2012) found research supporting the link between parental physical disci-
pline and bullying behavior among adolescents (see also, Espelage, Bosworth, 
and Simon 2000), as did Garby (2013) in a review of literature suggesting that 

bullying but did not intervene identified a sense of fear and a per-
ceived lack of responsibility as influencing their decision. Cappadocia 
et al. (2012) also found gender differences in factors determining 
bystander intervention.

Questions

1. Think of a time when you directly witnessed a school bullying 
incident. did you intervene? If so, why? If not, why not? do your 
reasons align with the research presented in this Policy Box 
related to why individuals do or do not intervene? how so?

2. Search the internet for an existing bystander intervention 
program and then respond to the following:

 a. In what ways does the bystander intervention program align 
with the core concepts from social learning and social control 
theories?

 b. how might the program result in unintended negative conse-
quences from a labeling perspective?

 c. What, if any, changes would you propose to the program to 
increase its success?
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bullying often manifests as mimicry of behavior of parents and other adults 
in children’s lives. Lee and Wong (2009), however, found only a weak rela-
tionship between authoritarian parenting styles and bullying among a ran-
dom sample of 778 students in schools across Hong Kong. They also noted 
that this effect was indirect, with peer pressure and harmonious school life 
moderating its effect.

In a robust systematic meta-analysis of the relationship between maltreat-
ment, witnessing domestic violence, and bullying among South Korean 
youth, Go, Kong, and Kim (2018) found that “directly experienced maltreat-
ment—including physical violence, verbal abuse, emotional abuse, and 
neglect—is more likely to be associated with youths exhibiting bullying 
behaviors than indirect experience through exposure to DV [domestic  
violence]” (22), but that both direct experience and indirect experience 
through exposure to DV are correlated with bullying perpetration (25). These 
studies are suggestive of imitation causing aggressive behavior. However, DV 
may act indirectly through a breakdown of familial attachments, which is a 
component of Hirschi’s social bond theory, discussed in the next section. 
This is one of several examples from the bullying literature where different 
social process theories conceptualize the influence of social interactions 
differently.

C O N T R O L  T H E O R I E S

Grounded in the writing of Émile Durkheim, control theories argue that 
crime (and deviance) is a normal and natural condition of society that serves 
specific functions, including the establishment of boundaries related to 
appropriate behavior. Interactions with others serve as a mechanism through 
which behaviors deemed inappropriate (or illegal) are controlled, not learned. 
In one of criminology’s earliest articulations of a control theory, Albert Reiss 
(1951) theorized that individuals would be more likely to engage in delin-
quent activity if they did not develop internal controls during childhood, if 
the internal controls they developed broke down, or if the rules provided by 
social groups such as the family, close others, or the school were not intact. 
This was followed by Jackson Toby’s (1957) control theory, focused on stakes 
in conformity. According to Toby, people will be less likely to engage in 
delinquent behavior if they feel they have a great deal to lose. Toby argued 
that individuals who do well in school would have more to lose if they engage 



104 •  C h A P T E R  F I V E

in delinquent behavior than those who do less well in school, although he 
recognized that school adjustment could be heavily influenced by the family 
and community. F. Ivan Nye (1958) developed a theory of delinquency based 
on the idea that the family is the most important source of social control. In 
this theory, Nye introduced the concepts of direct and indirect parental con-
trols. Direct control is the use of punishment or supervision by parents in 
order to control the behavior of their children, and indirect control is the 
modification of behavior based on internalized feelings that the behavior will 
cause pain or embarrassment to the individual’s parents or loved ones. 
Building on earlier work with Gresham Sykes related to techniques of neu-
tralization, David Matza (1964) introduced the concept of drift, which 
occurs after individuals utilize one or more of the techniques of neutraliza-
tion discussed earlier in this chapter. Once the individual is in this state of 
drift, they are then free (or uncontrolled) to respond to any situation that 
may arise, as deviant or conformist.

Building on all of this prior work, the best-known and empirically tested 
control theory is Travis Hirschi’s (1969) social bond theory. Hirschi intro-
duced four elements of the social bond that influence an individual’s partici-
pation in delinquency:

•	 attachment: an individual’s emotional connection to others, with a 
particular focus on familial, peer, and school contexts

•	 commitment: the individual’s investment in conventional activities (e.g., 
school, work, and religion)

•	 involvement: the amount of time an individual spends participating in 
these conventional activities; the more time a person spends involved 
with conventional activities, the less time they will have to participate in 
delinquency

•	 beliefs: an individual’s feelings about laws, social mores, and norms

As these bonds decrease or break down, an individual is freed to engage in 
delinquent or deviant behavior.

While his theory continues to be a significant focus for criminological 
researchers, Hirschi later collaborated with Michael Gottfredson to address 
the influence of self-control (see Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Hirschi and 
Gottfredson 1994). Like Akers’s social learning theory, Gottfredson  
and Hirschi’s theory of self-control was posited as a general theory of 
crime, suggesting that it can explain all individual differences in any type of 
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crime/deviance across all ages and contexts (see Akers 2000). Their general 
theory of crime suggests that individuals develop an enduring predisposition 
to involvement in criminal/delinquent/deviant behavior after being exposed 
to negative childhood socialization experiences (see Grasmick et al. 1993). As 
we discuss below, research testing the applicability of low self-control tends 
to rely on a scale developed by Grasmick et al. (1993), either in its original 
form or through later adaptations. Grasmick et al. (1993, 8) identified six 
components of low self-control, based on Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) 
original articulation, including impulsivity, preference for simple tasks, risk 
seeking, preference for physical activity, self-centeredness, and temper. They 
then created and tested a twenty-four-item scale that measured the unidi-
mensional construct of low self-control. Seeing as both Hirschi’s social  
bond theory and Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of crime are the 
most widely applied control theories in criminology, we focus our analysis  
of the applicability of control theories to school bullying on these two 
theories.

B U L LY I N G  A N D  ( A  L A C K  O F )  S O C I A L  B O N D I N G

Some of the school bullying research that tests social bond theory includes 
combined measures of a general sense of bonding across multiple contexts. 
For instance, employing a measure of social support that assessed relation-
ships with peers, parents, and teachers, Kwak and Oh (2017) assessed the 
connection between low social support and cyberbullying perpetration 
among Korean elementary, middle, and high school students and found that 
low social support significantly predicted cyberbullying. A few researchers 
have also tested specific components of Hirschi’s theory, such as beliefs. In 
two studies of male students in China, researchers Chan and Chui (2013, 
2015) found that a decrease in an individual’s belief in the legal system cor-
related with increased perpetration of nonviolent and violent offending, as 
well as bullying. Similarly, Burton, Florell and Wygant (2013) found that 
among the 850 US students in grades six through eight who completed their 
survey, those who were categorized as bullies and bully-victims in terms of 
both traditional and cyberbullying held more positive normative beliefs 
about aggression compared to victims and uninvolved students.

Other researchers have looked at bonds in particular contexts, such as  
within the family or among peers. In their analysis of ethnic differences in 
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cyberbullying, Shapka and Law (2013) found that both parenting behaviors 
and the degree to which youth feel comfortable talking with their parents 
about their experiences correlated with likelihood of engaging in cyberbul-
lying behavior. In their extensive review of the literature, Hong et al. (2012) 
identified multiple studies that suggest a link between familial bonding and 
bullying. Citing Baldry and Farrington (2005), they noted that “youth whose 
parents were characterized as punitive, or with whom youth had a conflictual 
relationship, were at a heightened risk of bullying and victimization, while 
those with supportive and authoritative parents were less likely to be involved 
in bullying and victimization” (Hong et al. 2012, 176). Weak family attach-
ments have been found to be associated with both bullying perpetration and 
victimization among students in China (Chan and Wong 2015). In their 
analysis of data from 504 primary school children in Crete, researchers 
Mitsopoulou and Giovazolias (2013) found “boys who perceived their moth-
ers as less caring had lower empathic responses and this resulted in a higher 
tendency to bully other children” (10). Interestingly, Hoeve et al.’s (2009) 
meta-analysis of studies analyzing the relationship between parenting and 
delinquency found “fewer than 20% of the studies focused on parenting 
behavior of fathers, despite the fact that the effect of poor support by fathers 
was larger than poor maternal support, particularly for sons” (749).

Studies of the relationship between peer bonding and bullying also sug-
gest an important link. For instance, Cho and Lee (2018) found that youth 
who felt attached to peers were less likely to engage in physical, verbal, and 
social bullying. Similarly, Costello, Hawdon, and Cross (2017) found that 
among their sample of 647 US youth, strong peer bonds increased the likeli-
hood that an individual would intervene online when witnessing cyberbul-
lying. Finally, Burton, Florell, and Wygant (2013) found that students in 
grades six through eight who reported strong peer attachments were less 
likely to self-report both traditional and online bullying, either as perpetra-
tors or victims. These studies suggest that attachment to prosocial peers can 
serve as a mechanism of informal social control for youth. As we noted ear-
lier, this is in juxtaposition to social learning theory, which posits that asso-
ciation with peers who hold probullying definitions will increase the likeli-
hood of engaging in bullying behaviors.

In assessing the influence of school bonds on bullying perpetration, some 
researchers focus on specific theoretical constructs, while others more com-
monly focus on an individual’s general sense of their school experience. In 
both instances, research supports the influence of positive school bonding on 
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reductions in bullying perpetration (see Beaudoin and Roberge 2015; Wang, 
Berry, and Swearer 2013).

An example of testing specific components of social bond theory is 
researchers who focus on the influence of students’ attachment to teachers. 
Wang et al. (2015) analyzed data from 435 middle school students in the mid-
western US and found that negative student-teacher relationships predicted 
higher involvement in bullying (231). They noted that both the bully and 
bully-victim groups experienced less positive relationships with their teach-
ers, enjoyed school less, and held positive attitudes toward bullying, all of 
which likely contributed to their bullying perpetration (231). Similarly, Cho 
and Lee (2018) found that among their sample of 14,627 students who com-
pleted the Health Behavior in School-Aged Children survey, those who 
reported feeling attached to teachers were less likely to engage in both physi-
cal and verbal bullying. In their extensive review of bullying literature, Hong 
et al. (2012) concluded, “the quality of teacher-student relationships can also 
determine whether children are likely to engage in bullying at school” (177). 
Lenzi et al. (2014) found that among their sample of 662 Italian students 
aged between eleven and thirteen years, perceived teacher unfairness was 
positively correlated with bullying behaviors. In contrast, analyzing data 
from 415 elementary students in Turkey, researchers Duy and Yildiz (2014) 
found that those categorized as bullies had lower levels of school attachment 
compared to victims and bystanders, but they did not find any significant 
effect for attachment to teachers in particular.

Others have studied the influence of commitment to school, such as the 
degree to which students invest in school as a means to success. Ünal and 
Çukur (2011) found a significant negative association between delinquency 
(defined broadly) and school commitment (e.g., “school is helping me to be 
ready for my future”) among a large random sample of high school students 
in Turkey. Pecjak and Pirc (2017) similarly found a connection between lower 
commitment to school and chronic bullying among a sample of 414 primary 
and secondary school students in Slovenia. In a review of literature on cyber-
bullying, Cesaroni, Downing, and Alvi (2012) noted that “studies that have 
examined predictors of (self-reported) cyber-bullying seem to share a consist-
ent set of variables that include . . . low school commitment” (207).

As noted above, studies also employ composite measures that capture  
a general sense of the student’s school bond, including a sense of school  
connectedness, perceptions of a positive or harmonious school climate, and 
feelings of belongingness. These constructs are usually measured across  
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several dimensions. In a robust analysis of survey data from over two hundred 
thousand students in forty countries, Harel-Fisch et al. (2011) measured 
school perception based on academic achievement, student social relation-
ships, teacher-student relations, rules and regulations, and general school 
perceptions. They found that “negative perceptions of school experience were 
strongly and consistently associated with bullying, with being a victim of 
bullying and being a bully-victim,” noting that “this finding is consistent with 
research showing the centrality of school ‘connectedness’ and school ‘bond-
ing’ as shown through feelings of attachment and commitment to school” 
(646). These researchers also categorized survey respondents as bullies, vic-
tims, and bully-victims and noted marked differences in which dimensions of 
school perceptions mattered for which group. They noted that student peer 
relationships were significantly related to victimization, but perpetration was 
more significantly related to teacher-student relationships as well as rules and 
regulations. They found that “being a bully-victim was associated with nega-
tive school perceptions in both the areas associated for bullies . . . and those 
associated with victims. . . . As such, it appears that being a bully-victim may 
be associated with the most negative school experience” (647).

Aldridge, McChesney, and Afari (2018) found a significant negative asso-
ciation between school connectedness and both bullying victimization and 
student delinquency among a sample of high school students in Australia. 
Lee and Wong (2009) similarly found that “students’ experience of harmony 
in school is one of the important predictors of bullying behavior” (229) 
among 778 randomly selected students in Hong Kong. Finally, Vitoroulis 
and Georgiades (2017) found that among a sample of thirteen hundred grade 
five-to-eight students across thirty-six schools in Hamilton, Ontario, 
Canada, an “increased sense of school belongingness was associated with 
decreased odds of bullying involvement” (149) for immigrant and nonim-
migrant students alike. These findings, along with the findings of the other 
studies described above (and in chapter 4), suggest that the relationship 
between school bonds and bullying behavior is not limited to US contexts or 
to particular groups of students.

One interesting caveat regarding the relationship between school bonding 
and bullying is the influence of involvement in school activities. In three 
studies of Chinese students, Chan and colleagues found that involvement 
increased the level of bullying perpetration and victimization as well as non-
violent and violent offending (Chan and Chui 2013, 2015; Chan and Wong 
2015). While we recognize that this is only one set of studies conducted by 
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the same lead researcher with the same dataset, it does point to a dynamic 
that may be at play in school contexts. Specifically, Hirschi’s conception of 
involvement in school, which suggests that involvement in prosocial activities 
will reduce the likelihood of time spent on antisocial activities, conflicts with 
findings from tests of lifestyle/routine activity theories (as well as some sub-
cultural theories discussed in chapter 4), which suggest that involvement in 
some school-based activities increases the likelihood of exposure to 
bullying.

L O W  S E L F - C O N T R O L  A N D  B U L LY I N G

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s low self-control theory has garnered quite a bit of 
attention in relation to bullying, particularly among those interested in 
cyberbullying perpetration. Most tests of low self-control employ a similar 
measurement scale, originally developed by Grasmick et al. (1993). For 
instance, Holt, Bossler, and May (2012) used the Grasmick et al. (1993) scale 
in their study of cyberdeviance among 435 middle and high school students 
in central Kentucky, US. They found “low self-control was able to predict 
simple forms of cyberdeviance, like . . . harassing others online, as well as 
cybercrimes that require some knowledge of computer technology” (391). 
Similarly, Lianos and McGrath (2018) found that low self-control was related 
to cyberbullying perpetration among the 320 internet-active young adults 
they surveyed for their study. Chui and Chan (2015) found the same to be 
true among male students in Macau, noting that even after “controlling for 
participants’ demographics, their risk-seeking behavior, self-centeredness, 
and volatile temper, as indicators for low-self-control, are found to have sig-
nificant effects on their bullying perpetration” (1751). Numerous studies have 
been conducted in South Korea testing the applicability of low self-control to 
bullying behaviors, finding significant effects for online harassment (Baek, 
Losavio, and Higgins 2016; Choi, Lee, and Lee 2017; Lee 2018) and both 
traditional and online bullying (Kwak and Oh 2017; Lee 2010). It is worth 
noting, however, that while in their longitudinal analysis of data from 655 
Korean youth, Moon, Hwang, and McCluskey (2011) found a significant 
relationship between low self-control and bullying in their bivariate analysis, 
but when they tested this relationship in a multivariate analysis that included 
constructs from other criminological theories, the relationship between low 
self-control and bullying disappeared. With this contradictory evidence in 
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mind, there does appear to be some significant impact of low self-control on 
bullying behaviors across cultures, lending support to Gottfredson and 
Hirschi’s claim that this theory can serve as a general theory.

C O N T R O L  T H E O R I E S  A N D  V I C T I M I Z AT I O N

Although control theories are not theories of victimization, researchers have 
found some evidence that breakdowns in an individual’s social bond and an 
individual’s low self-control are linked to increased likelihood of bullying 
victimization. For instance, Popp and Peguero (2012) found a negative asso-
ciation between school bonds (measured in terms of attachment, commit-
ment, and beliefs) and school-based victimization. Similarly, Cho and 
Wooldredge (2018b) found that attachment to peers and between teachers 
and students was a protective factor for victimization among US students, as 
did Cecen-Celik and Keith (2016). Eliot et al. (2010) offered one potential 
explanation for these dynamics, suggesting “students who perceive their 
teachers as caring, respectful, and interested in them were more likely to 
assert that they would tell a teacher when they themselves or a classmate were 
being bullied” (546). It is not only school-based bonds that seem to have an 
influence on bullying victimization. Healy, Sanders, and Iyer (2015) found 
that both poor peer relationships and certain parenting practices were more 
common among children who experienced bullying at school, as did 
Mitsopoulou and Giovazolias (2013), at least in terms of parenting styles. 
Finally, in a series of studies analyzing data from the Korean Youth Panel 
Survey, Cho (2017b) and Cho and Wooldredge (2018a, 2018b) found a signifi-
cant relationship between low self-control and victimization, even when 
controlling for factors related to lifestyle theory and routine activity theory. 
These findings support the importance of considering multiple factors from 
seemingly disparate theories when formulating a more complete picture of a 
phenomenon, an issue we discuss in more detail in chapter 7 and our over-
view of social-ecological approaches to school bullying.

S O C I A L  R E A C T I O N / L A B E L I N G  T H E O R I E S

Social reaction, or labeling, theories generally focus on the process through 
which individuals are labeled and how society’s formal imposition of these 
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labels is a significant factor in determining future behavior. Frank 
Tannenbaum’s (1938) work related to the labeling of youth as delinquent rep-
resents an early articulation of these types of theories. Tannenbaum’s concept 
of tagging was used to explain what happens to individuals after being 
arrested, convicted, and sentenced. Tannenbaum suggested that once tagged, 
an individual experiences societal reactions that reinforce their identity as a 
delinquent. Society shifts from condemning the delinquent behavior to con-
demning the individual as a delinquent or bad person.

Edwin Lemert (1951) similarly focused on the effects of formal labeling. 
Lemert extended labeling theory by introducing two core concepts: primary 
and secondary deviance. Primary deviance refers to the initial or original 
deviant act, which may be caused by a variety of factors that occur in the 
context of a noncriminal self-image, and that leads to a societal response. 
Secondary deviance refers to subsequent acts resulting from official labeling 
and in the context of a criminal self-concept. Erving Goffman (1963) 
extended the notion of labeling to include the stigma associated with those 
who are discredited and labeled as something other than “normal.” Goffman 
noted that individuals who are stigmatized engender negative reactions  
from others due to their stigmatized status. It is important to note that like 
other social reaction theorists, Goffman is describing the construction of 
individuals as stigmatized, not the individuals themselves. In other words, 
the stigma and the stigmatized are social constructions that result from often 
implicit expectations for and constructions of “normality” in a given social 
context.

Although not self-described as a criminologist (see Martin, Mutchnick, 
and Austin 1990), the most well-known contributor to criminological labe-
ling theory is Howard Becker (1963). Similar to earlier articulations of labe-
ling theory, Becker’s argument was that deviance is a product of social  
construction, not a quality of the individual or even the deviant act itself. 
Both deviance and the deviant person are constructed by society through  
the process of formal responses to proscribed behaviors. Various social  
groups put forth efforts to define what is good or right behavior and have 
their definitions embodied in law, a process Becker refers to as the moral 
enterprise. Becker recognized that most deviance is transitory in nature, 
meaning that it is not likely to occur again. However, those who are labeled 
as deviant are significantly blocked from opportunities for conforming 
behavior. As an individual’s access to opportunities for conforming  
behavior are cut off, they experience a push toward deviant opportunities  
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and then seek out the acquisition of techniques necessary to successfully 
engage in further deviant behavior. This leads to the development of a devi-
ant identity or self-concept and eventual membership in a deviant subgroup. 
Becker created a typology of deviants that included the pure deviant, the 
falsely accused deviant, and the secret deviant. Becker also introduced the 
notion of a master status, which represents the central traits through which 
an individual is identified by others. Once applied, society often engages in 
the process of retrospective interpretation, by which evidence from an 
individual’s past is selectively emphasized in order to (re)construct them to 
fit their master status or label. As we will see in the discussion below, when 
young people in schools are labeled as “bullies,” they may internalize their 
label and engage in secondary deviance, such as continued or escalating bul-
lying or other forms of antisocial behavior.

Tests of labeling and its relationship to bullying perpetration are limited. 
In fact, we were unable to identify any studies that applied labeling as an 
explicit explanatory variable for bullying perpetration in our search of rele-
vant literature. However, researchers have applied labeling as an analytic tool 
for understanding some aspects of bullying or analogous behaviors. For 
instance, Kramer (2015) employed labeling in critique of antibullying legisla-
tion at the state level, with a specific focus on New Jersey’s Anti-Bullying Bill 
of Rights Act. Kramer (2015, 284) cited several studies that have applied 
labeling to explain both school-based and non-school-based phenomena and 
support the notion that both direct and perceived labeling have short- and 
long-term effects on the behavior and well-being of those labeled. Kramer 
(2015) noted the definition of bullying in the New Jersey statute, which 
includes single incidents of behavior, and the degree to which it applied the 
bully label indefinitely would need to change so as to reduce the negative 
impact of the bully label. Bansel et al. (2009) similarly advocated that schools 
move away from the labeling of bully and victim and toward an understand-
ing of how school practices (including discipline) work to reinforce bullying 
as a mechanism of power.

Others have applied labeling to more specific behaviors that are, at least to 
some degree, analogous to bullying or cyberbullying. Voisin and Hong (2012) 
noted that “researchers posit that youth identified as aggressive may believe 
that aggressive acts enhance their reputation or self-image . . . which further 
reinforces their use of bullying behaviors” (485–86). Payne, Hawkins, and 
Xin (2019) employed labeling as an analytic lens for understanding cyber 
offending. Through content analysis of US Department of Justice (DOJ) 
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press releases related to 119 cybercrime cases, they found that labeling princi-
ples were useful to understanding differences in how cybercrimes are defined 
and how they are prosecuted. Their analysis suggested that cybercrime may 
be labeled/defined as a male phenomenon, resulting in differential participa-
tion in cyber offending by females (females not seeing themselves as cyber-
criminals and therefore not participating in such behaviors) and differential 
patterns of punishment (e.g., more severe punishment for females who 
engage in cyber offending due to having violated gendered norms or labels 
related to such behavior). While not a direct parallel to traditional or even 
cyber bullying, this study suggests that the extent to which individuals, 
groups, and behaviors are differentially labeled/defined has implications for 
official responses and subsequent perpetration.

Quite a bit of research has assessed the degree to which the stigmatizing 
effects of labeling increase the likelihood of bullying victimization. As 
Thornberg (2015a) pointed out, “being negatively labeled as different becomes 
the dominant feature of the victim’s social identity at school” (311; see also 
Thornberg 2018). Speaking to the influence of stigma on bullying victimiza-
tion, Huggins (2016) similarly pointed out, “labeling identifies individuals 
and groups as ‘other’ and limits their access to power or resources. If persons 
or groups cannot be completely removed from access, they are depersonal-
ized, or made invisible, and a powerless status is imposed on them” (180). This 
powerless status may increase the likelihood of bullying victimization 
because victimization occurs within a real or perceived power differential 
between the bully and the victim. In their interviews with fourteen adults 
who dropped out of school as children and had experiences as bully-victims, 
Haney, Thomas, and Vaugh (2011) also made note of the influence of a felt 
sense of invisibility and its relationship to the internalization of pejorative 
labels such as dumb, unlovable, inconvenient, or bad (61). As we point out  
in several other places in this book, being viewed as different or as having 
deviated from the established norms of the school or social group can place 
youth at risk for bullying victimization (see also Cohen and Brooks 2014).

Researchers have also analyzed the influence of constructs that align with 
labeling. For instance, there is quite a bit of research analyzing the influence 
of shame in bullying contexts. Shame is related to labeling in that it serves as 
one mechanism through which the bully label may be internalized and result 
in subsequent (secondary) bullying. Once a child is labeled, the degree to 
which they internalize the label of bully may be at least partially determined 
by the degree to which they experience shame and the way in which the 
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shame they experience is handled. Jennifer and Cowie (2012) presented ten-
to-eleven-year-olds in London with pictorial vignettes that depicted bullying 
events and asked them how they might have felt if they were one of the indi-
viduals depicted. They found that “shame was most commonly attributed to 
self in the role of bully, typically in terms of the bullying behaviours perpe-
trated against the victim. A number of participants mentioned that they 
would feel ashamed after the event” (235).

While Jennifer and Cowie (2012) did not address the impact of this felt sense 
of shame, others have. For instance, in an application of reintegrative shaming 
theory (see Braithwaite 1989), Lee and Kavanaugh (2015) found that “when the 
shaming in the context of schooling is conceived as reintegrative rather than 
stigmatizing, students are less likely to demonstrate antisocial attitude” (513). 
Pontzer (2010) also applied reintegrative shaming theory to bullying, with a 
focus on parenting practices as opposed to school discipline responses. Pontzer 
applied the notion of parental stigmatization, which includes abuse, neglect, 
and hostility, arguing that by treating a child as antisocial, parents “condition 
the child to self-conceptualize as antisocial” (261). Pontzer (2010) found among 
a sample of 527 university students that “exposure to parental stigmatization 
during childhood was positively associated with being a bully” (271). In a longi-
tudinal analysis of data from 335 Australian children, Ahmed and Braithwaite 
(2012) were able to track movement over time between bullying roles (i.e., bully, 
victim, bully-victim, nonbully-nonvictim, and residual conflict groups). They 
noted that “bullies who became nonbully-nonvictims were distinctive in being 
able to manage shame more adaptively” (94).

These studies suggest that the manner in which those who bully are 
labeled and the degree to which they internalize and act upon that label may 
depend on their emotional response. This also suggests that the deleterious 
effects of the bully label can be offset by approaches that admonish the 
behavior without admonishing the individual, an important distinction 
implied by labeling theory. The results of a study by Garandeau et al. (2016) 
support this idea. These researchers randomly assigned schools to respond to 
bullying through either a confrontational approach that involved blaming 
the bully and condemning the behavior or a nonconfrontational approach 
that involved attempts to make them feel empathy for the victim. They found 
that it was particularly important to “distinguish between condemning the 
behavior and blaming the child. While condemning the behavior yields 
desirable effects, blaming the child does not” (1041). As one principal noted, 
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“feeling shamed, we seek to hide, bury our face in our hands, crawl in a hole 
and disappear, causing harm to the self and to others. In such moments, we 
internalize the judgments of others and direct blame and rage at ourselves” 
(Frank 2013, 179). Taken together, the studies discussed in this section sug-
gest that labeling of an individual as a bully may result in feelings of shame, 
which, if not framed in the context of care and reintegration or done in a 
supportive environment, can result in the internalization of the label and 
additional bullying perpetration as a form of living up to the label or as a 
means to reestablish a sense of power and self-worth.

P O L I C Y  I M P L I C AT I O N S  O F  S O C I A L  P R O C E S S  T H E O R I E S

Social process theories all take as their starting point the idea that individuals 
are inseparable from their social contexts and relationships, including the 
school, peers, and family. One approach to bullying prevention that aligns 
with the implications of social process theories is Positive Behavioral 
Interventions & Support (PBIS) programs. PBIS “trains teachers, school 
staff, and administrators to model, provide practice opportunities for, and 
reward and correct children in learning specific actions for stopping bullying 
behaviors” (Letendre, Ostrander, and Mickens 2016, 239). In their discussion 
of these programs, Letendre, Ostrander, and Mickens (2016) noted that the 
focus is placed on student behaviors, not the labels of bully and victim, and 
that “participants discuss, model, and practice effective responses for seeking 
assistance from others, accessing social support, and avoiding situations 
where bullying might occur” (239). A number of rigorous evaluation studies, 
including some randomized control trials, have found significant positive 
effects of these types of programs (see Good, McIntosh, and Gietz 2011).

The success of these programs may be partially the result of how they 
change the overall culture of a school in ways that (1) make it more conducive 
to the learning of prosocial behaviors, norms, and definitions; (2) increase the 
likelihood of informal social control through bystander intervention; and (3) 
reduce labeling. For instance, Ferráns and Selman (2014) noted that “rules of 
the culture [that] create safe, ordered, caring, and empowering environments 
can help adolescents fulfill their personal needs for safety, connection, and 
power and increase the chances that witnesses will take a stand against bul-
lying and peer aggression” (185). Similarly, Jenkins and Fredrick (2017) found 
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a “significant and positive relation between social capital and prosocial 
bystander behavior” (766). Their notion of social capital included peer sup-
port, teacher support, and social skills, all of which are aspects of PBIS. 
Finally, these types of programs may also increase the likelihood that wit-
nesses and victims will report bullying incidents to adults in the school.
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This chapter explores how bullying is constructed, how it presents itself dif-
ferently among social identity groups, and how prevention and enforcement 
policies are sometimes ineffective or even counterproductive. The chapter 
describes and applies concepts of critical criminology, which represents not 
a single theory or set of theories, but a multitude of perspectives that attempt 
to center inequality, social structure, power, and control in their analysis. We 
discuss a range of theories generally framed as part of critical criminology, 
with a specific focus on cultural theories, feminist and queer theories, critical 
race theory, and peacemaking and restorative justice.

Critical criminology expands the often-ignored “imbalance of power” ele-
ment away from the dyad emphasized by Olweus (1993) to include meso- and 
macro-level power differentials, in line with Alvi, Downing, and Cesaroni’s 
(2015) suggestion that in relation to cyberbullying, researchers “need to refocus 
attention on what matters, including the underlying issues of racism, sexism, 
homophobia, derision of physical and mental abilities, sexual orientation, pov-
erty, inequality, social exclusion and the like” (400). Thus, bullying is a social 
justice issue. Bullying functions as a form of oppression in society, in that it 
“may be considered the exercise of perceived authority or superiority in a cruel 
and unjust manner” (Polanin and Vera 2013, 305). As Polanin and Vera sug-
gested, “without having to be directly taught messages of intolerance . . . chil-
dren learn, by both participating in and witnessing bullying, that certain 
groups in society possess power based on inherent characteristics (e.g., nation-
ality, race, ethnicity, etc.)” and “these groups can utilize their power to create 
physical and psychological threats towards those who do not have power” (305).

Thornberg’s (2015a) ethnographic fieldwork examining six bullying cases 
in four classrooms in Sweden supports this idea. Thornberg’s research 
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“revealed complex interactional patterns creating stigma processes in which 
bullying was considered the natural thing to do, and was justified by dehu-
manizing and blaming the victim,” while at the same time functioning “as a 
self-serving and socially inclusive ritual for the bullies, in which they co-
constructed the ‘normal us’ ” (318). These processes lead some members of 
school communities to be more vulnerable to bullying victimization. For 
instance, Farmer et al. (2015) found that “youth with disabilities are at greater 
risk for peer victimization because they may be considered to be different 
from their peers and so, may be viewed as outsiders to the peer group” (265; 
see also Dunn, Clark, and Pearlman 2017).

Moreover, these forms of exclusion that emerge at the classroom or individual 
level are influenced by macro forces such as economic inequality and cultural 
individualism. For example, Menzer and Torney-Purta (2012) conducted sec-
ondary analysis of data from fifteen different countries to assess the influence of 
individualism and socioeconomic diversity on rates of bullying. They found that 
Australia reported the highest levels of bullying and violence and also the high-
est level of individualism and second-most socioeconomically diverse schools. 
They concluded that their findings “corroborate previous findings that inequal-
ity among students is related to violence” (2012, 1291), a concept discussed in 
chapter 4. Similarly, cultural dynamics of power may work to construct status 
hierarchies within classrooms, which, in turn, serve to reinforce bullying. For 
instance, in their longitudinal analysis of data from 11,296 eighth- and ninth-
grade students from seventy-one schools, Garandeau, Lee, and Salmivalli (2014) 
found that “higher levels of classroom status hierarchy were concurrently associ-
ated with higher levels of bullying at the end of the school year” (1123).

C U LT U R A L  C R I M I N O L O GY

Cultural criminology is difficult to capture in a single definitional statement. 
Cultural criminologists critique the sterile and abstract nature of main-
stream criminology, noting that criminologists should “seek to unearth and 
capture the phenomenology of social life . . . its anger and adrenaline, its 
pleasure and panic, its excitement and humiliation, its desperation, and its 
edgework” (Ferrell, Hayward, and Young 2008, 65). As Ferrell (2013) sug-
gested, “cultural criminology . . . must explore the situated ‘seductions of 
crime’ ” (259; see Jack Katz’s book Seductions of Crime [1988]). In this sense, 
among other foci, cultural criminologists are interested in uncovering the 
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cultural meanings of everyday interactions and elucidating the emotional 
content of crime and deviance.

Several studies captured emotional dynamics in relation to bullying, offer-
ing an alternative narrative to the prevailing idea that bullying is purely devi-
ant. For example, Kerbs and Jolley (2007) analyzed qualitative survey data 
from interviews with urban students in grades six through eight in a public 
middle school in Florida. They found that “a majority of children in [their] 
study reported enjoyable experiences with school-based violence . . . reporting 
incidents that were physiologically pleasurable in that they were ‘excited,’ 
‘energized,’ and ‘hyped’ by student-on-student victimization” (24). Kerbs and 
Jolley also found that bystanders reported they “enjoyed their roles as wit-
nesses and members of the observing crowd,” concluding that “watching 
school-based violence is similar to watching violence on television or in the 
movies” (24). Similarly, in an analysis of students’ desires in relation to bul-
lying perpetration, Rigby (2012) proposed the likelihood of bullying increases 
when “the aggressor sees some entertainment value in putting the target 
under pressure” and “finds hurting or placing people under pressure pleasur-
able in itself ” (344). Bansel et al. (2009) argued that individuals become 
“invested in excessive practices that lead to their recognition as a ‘bully’ ” and 
that their overinvestment in these practices “may be linked to the pleasures 
of, and capacities for, power, the necessity of belonging and the possibility of 
leadership, the pleasure of wielding of control, and the desire to engage in the 
(sometimes violent and dangerous) normative regulation of others” (67).

F E M I N I S T  A N D  Q U E E R  T H E O R I E S

While we write here about feminist theory in general, there are in fact mul-
tiple feminist theories that have made an impact in criminology, including 
liberal, socialist, Marxist, radical, and postmodern. Each of these feminisms 
differs in terms of its definition of, and solutions to, gender inequality and 
oppression. Similarly, what is loosely understood as queer criminology is 
really a complex array of critical perspectives that “share a common attitude 
of pushing against orthodox knowledges, politics, and ways of thinking—
whether regarding crime and justice matters, or sexuality and gender issues” 
(Ball 2014, 22; see also Woods 2014).

As we discussed in chapter 1, large studies and meta-analyses have found 
sex-based differences in bullying victimization, including that girls are more 
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likely to be victims of cyber, relational, and verbal forms of bullying, while boys 
are more likely to be victims of physical bullying (see Waasdorp and Bradshaw 
2015). Research also suggests that there are gender differences in the correlates 
of bullying. In their longitudinal analysis of data from 1,222 students who 
participated in a school-based law-related education program, Carbone-Lopez, 
Esbensen, and Brick (2010) found that boys’ and girls’ experiences of “repeated 
indirect bullying victimization” (such as teasing) are influenced by different 
factors. For example, age and race influenced boys’ risk of victimization but not 
girls’, while delinquent involvement had “a greater impact on girls’ likelihood 
of repeated indirect bullying” than boys’ (341). Some researchers have also 
found links between gender and homophobic bullying and other forms of 
gender violence. Espelage et al. (2015) found support for the bully-sexual vio-
lence pathway theory, “which posits that adolescent bullies who also partici-
pate in homophobic name-calling towards peers are more likely to perpetrate 
sexual harassment over time” (2541). These researchers found that among their 
sample of 979 students from four middle schools in Illinois, “boys who 
reported bully perpetration at Time 1 were more likely to report [perpetration 
of] sexual harassment measured 2 years later” and that “boys who reported 
high levels of bullying behaviors and also reported concurrent high levels of 
homophobic teasing were more likely to report [perpetration of] sexual harass-
ment over time” (2554). This points to the interrelationships between gender 
and sexuality and how bullying serves as one mechanism through which 
heteromasculine gender norms are replicated and reinforced.

Quantitative research has shown LGBTQ youth experience particularly 
high rates of bullying victimization (see Hall 2017; O’Malley Olsen et al. 
2014). Analyzing data from 1,758 students collected through the Illinois 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) in 2009, Gayles and Garofalo (2012, 
S27) found that after controlling for gender, race, and geography, LGB youth 
were more than two times as likely to be bullied in school than their non-
LGB peers. Several qualitative studies have also found that sexual orientation 
was an important factor in terms of increased vulnerability for cyberbullying 
victimization (see Reason, Boyd and Reason 2016; Varjas et al. 2013).

There is also research indicating that LGBT youth experience heightened 
negative impacts in relation to bullying victimization in school. Dunn, 
Clark, and Pearlman (2017) found that “among students who were bullied, 
sexual minority girls reported the highest odds of recent depression and sui-
cidal ideation” and that “sexual minority boys who were bullied at school 
and/or electronically bullied were more likely to seriously consider attempt-
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ing suicide . . . when compared with their heterosexual counterparts” (3511). 
They noted the need to better understand “how the social constructs of mas-
culinity and femininity contribute to bullying victimization” (3510). Roberts 
et al. (2013) similarly found that abuse and bullying victimization accounted 
for approximately half the increased prevalence of depressive symptoms 
among both nonconforming and conforming youth in their national sample 
of 10,655 youth aged twelve to thirty years. Research also suggests that these 
negative effects follow LGBT individuals throughout life. Among their sam-
ple of 594 LGBT-identified adults, Greene, Britton, and Fitts (2014) found 
that “victimization of LGBT persons in school significantly contributed to 
the prediction of continued bullying victimization of LGBT adults over and 
above that accounted for by demographic characteristics” (413).

While it is important to keep in mind the very real and damaging short- 
and long-term impacts of gender- and sexuality-based bullying victimization, 
the focus of critical criminological theories is the larger social structures and 
dynamics of power that make particular individuals more or less vulnerable. 
In other words, feminist and queer theories, while centering gender and sexu-
ality, do so with an eye toward the ways in which gendered and sexualized 
identities and bodies are constructed and how systems of power are impli-
cated in these constructions.

Bullying and the Social Construction of Gender

In their analysis of the construction of bullying as a social problem, Cohen 
and Brooks (2014) noted that bullying serves as one mechanism through 
which essentialist notions of gender are reinforced by youth and the bound-
aries of heteronormativity are policed by peers (e.g., bullying) and institu-
tions (e.g., the criminalization of bullying). Payne and Smith (2013) similarly 
suggested “that a majority of peer-to-peer aggression in U.S. public schools is 
some form of gender policing” and that “bullying must be redefined to 
account for relationships between peer targeting and structural inequalities” 
(1; emphasis in original). They went on to suggest that “the majority of bul-
lying research has been ‘gender-blind’—failing to look at the sociocultural 
context of bullying and the ways in which many bullying behaviors are rooted 
in reinforcing the ‘rules’ for ‘appropriate’ gender behavior” (20–21).

More recently, in their qualitative analysis of gendered bullying through a 
critical feminist lens, Christensen and Wright (2018) found that the parents 
they interviewed “recognize [gendered] bullying in terms that are in  
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alignment with how critical feminist theory contends that hegemonic gender 
norms are maintained through bullying behaviors” (523). They also found 
that parents relied on stereotypical patriarchal gender norms when offering 
advice to their children on how to respond to bullying, such that boys were 
to respond by fighting back, while girls were expected to avoid conflict or 
show empathy. Relatedly, in interviews with ten women regarding their rec-
ollections of their responses to bullying victimization, Bouchard et al. (2018) 
found that “women’s resistance was constrained and determined by . . . prac-
tices that dictate gender expectations of how girls can appropriately respond 
to bullying without being labeled as a gender deviant” (1154). These research-
ers concluded, “gender expectations for how girls ought to respond were in 
contrast to dominant constructions of resistance that privilege overt resist-
ance or ‘standing up,’ leaving women in a double-bind when negotiating their 
resistance” (1154). In other words, girls employed relational aggression in 
retaliation for their own bullying victimization so as to both “deny their 
victimized status while complying with gendered expectations” (1154), 
including the expectation that relational aggression/bullying is appropriate, 
or at least normative, for girls.

Researchers have pointed to other double standards faced by girls in rela-
tion to bullying. In their longitudinal analysis of data from multiple waves of 
the Rhode Island version of the YRBS, Dunn, Clark, and Pearlman (2017) 
found that “heterosexual girls who were sexually active were significantly 
more likely to report being bullied whereas a nonsignificant relationship 
existed for their male, heterosexual counterparts” (3509). These researchers 
attributed this difference to the sexual double standard that women and girls 
are subjected to in a patriarchal society. While heterosexual boys are rewarded 
for their promiscuity, “sexually active heterosexual girls are often subject to 
relationship bullying, such as malicious rumors and innuendos, for appearing 
too ‘sexually forward’ or promiscuous” (3510). Moreover, Lehman (2017) 
examined a national sample of 8,377 students from 750 public and private 
schools across the United States, finding a double standard wherein “female 
students have reported being bullied in various ways in connection with pro-
equality attitudes,” while male students are rewarded for those attitudes (460).

Cohen and Brooks (2014) traced the development of the “mean girls” 
construction through popular discourse beginning in the 1990s, noting that 
“as time progressed, the mean girls construction became an accepted reality 
. . . suggesting inherent differences between girls’ and boys’ performances of 
bullying” (100–101). Crooks (2016) similarly noted that “the preoccupation 
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with relational aggression beginning in the 1990s was built on a paternalis-
tic historical framework of female violence that left female relational aggres-
sion under-researched and the assumption that females were uniquely con-
niving and manipulative unchallenged” (66). Through their reading of 
teacher resource materials within a feminist framework employing critical 
discourse analytic techniques, Bethune and Gonick (2017) argued that “the 
concept of mean girls is tied to a discursive legacy of ideas shaping and con-
structing our understandings of femininity, girlhood, and women’s relation-
ships to each other” (400). They went on to make note of a particular 
contradiction:

On the one hand, [resource materials] reference the “mean girl” as a cultural 
symbol of social instability around changing norms of femininity. On the 
other hand, the treatment and resolution of the mean girl problem are almost 
always articulated in individualized and individualizing terms rather than 
social ones. (401)

For Bethune and Gonick, this is an extension of a “political, social, and edu-
cational climate increasingly characterized by neo-liberal values and beliefs, 
with an emphasis on individualism, personal responsibility, and choice” 
(401). Tracing the reemergence of the “mean girl” discourse in the scholar-
ship of cyberbullying, Ging and O’Higgins Norman (2016) found sugges-
tions that “girls, because of their ‘natural’ proclivity for indirect aggression, 
are more attracted to the ‘indirect’ nature of cyber conflict” (808). They go 
on to argue, “such biodeterminist theories of gender ignore the wider social 
and cultural contexts that play such a significant role in shaping young peo-
ple’s identities, behaviors, and relationships” (808).

Not only do feminist researchers challenge the construction of the “mean 
girl” as essentialist—by making relational bullying somehow inherent to 
femininity and femaleness—they also challenge the ways in which the “mean 
girl” discourse situates girls’ use of physical bullying/aggression as abnormal 
and abhorrent. For instance, Barron and Lacombe (2005) suggested that 
“through distortion, exaggeration and statistical manipulation of data, as 
well as expert evidence, the media was able to construct a new breed of 
female, the Nasty Girl, who has become one of our current folk devils” (58). 
Framing the notion of the so-called “nasty girl” as a moral panic, Barron and 
Lacombe noted that media attention to female violence does not attend to 
the “considerable impact of structural factors, including institutional racism, 
and economic and social inequality in the life of young female offenders and 
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their victims” (58). In addition, and in alignment with Cohen and Brooks 
(2014), Barron and Lacombe (2005) suggested, “the moral panic over the 
statistically insignificant Nasty Girl is a projection of a desire to retrieve a 
patriarchal social order characterized by gender conformity” (65).

Several feminist researchers have also approached their critique of the 
“mean girl” discourse from an intersectional lens, with a particular focus on 
the ways in which the “mean girl” is racialized. For instance, Crooks (2016) 
noted, “the moral panic around the ‘mean girl’ in mass media really concerns 
middle-class white girls who fit normative definitions of femininity” (67). 
Similarly, Bethune and Gonick (2017) noted that images in antibullying 
teacher resource materials “reveal the discourse of girls’ aggression for the 
highly classed and racialized discourse it is” (397). Referencing other feminist 
scholars, Bethune and Gonick also noted, “while ‘meanness’ is constructed 
as normative of middle-class repressive and pathological femininity, girl vio-
lence is marked as lower class and racialized, and so deviant it transgresses all 
norms of femininity” (397).

Bullying and the Social Construction of Sexualities

Cohen and Brooks (2014) identified various problematic ways that LGBT 
youth are constructed in the popular discourse of bullying, including as suf-
fering and suicidal, fragile, and both resilient and nonresilient. Each of these 
constructions serves to individualize the problem and place, at least to some 
extent, the responsibility for victimization on the victims themselves. Take, 
for instance, the construction of LGBT victims of bullying as resilient, a 
construction that, at least on its face, seems positive. In their qualitative study 
of bullying and resilience in a neoliberal framework, however, Sims-Schouten 
and Edwards (2018) noted how “notions of ‘resilience’ are used to an extent 
to place responsibility of dealing with bullying, and further mental health 
and well-being implications . . . with the young person” who is victimized 
(1397). In a critique of dominant approaches to addressing homophobic bul-
lying, Monk (2011) suggested, “if homophobic bullying is caused by homo-
phobic bullies, [and] consequently is individualized, what gets overlooked are 
structural forms of homophobia” (196). Ullman (2018) made a similar point, 
noting that “framing trans/gender-diverse inclusivity as an anti-bullying ini-
tiative can provide a safe context for educators’ work” to support students, 
but “an agenda of protection does little to challenge the power dynamics 
within a hetero/cisnormative positioning of who is othered/victimized/
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pathologized and who is in a position to do the protecting” (506). Ullman 
interviewed thirty-one school staff members from nine public and indepen-
dent schools located in the New York City metro region as part of a study of 
policies in support of gender and sexuality diversity (GSD) inclusivity and 
found that “the bullying discourse may constrain . . . educators’ curricular 
‘translation’ of GSD-inclusive policies into concrete actions, since resource 
documents and associated professional development activities may fail to 
disrupt the hetero/cisnormative gender climate which sits at the heart of 
social marginalization” (507).

This conclusion may be particularly important from the perspective of 
critical criminologists, given their argument that failure to address meso-level 
homophobic norms will lead to continued homophobic bullying. For exam-
ple, in a study of 863 students in grades nine to thirteen from forty-nine 
classes in ten Italian public high schools, Prati (2012) found “student observa-
tions of peer aggression toward perceived gay males exhibited by classmates 
was [sic] associated with class homophobic attitudes that, in turn, were related 
to self-reported homophobic aggression toward perceived gay males” (422). 
Similarly, Orue and Calvete (2018) conducted a longitudinal analysis of the 
relationship between homophobic attitudes and exposure to homophobic 
aggression among 723 adolescents in four educational centers in northern 
Spain. These researchers found “reciprocal longitudinal relations between 
homophobic attitudes and homophobic bullying” (101). They also found sex 
differences, noting for boys, homophobic attitudes predicted homophobic 
bullying, while for girls the perpetration of homophobic bullying predicted 
the adoption of homophobic attitudes. They concluded that “exposure to 
homophobic bullying at school, exposure to homophobic language at home, 
and social interaction with individuals who identify as LGBT all play a role 
in the prediction of homophobic attitudes and bullying” (100). Franklin 
(2013) critiqued legal responses to antigay harassment cases and similarly 
argued, “it appears that children construct a culture in which the victimized 
child becomes fair game for anyone who chooses to bully him or her, and 
when one culprit is punished, another steps up in his or her place” (175).

In their critique of research that focuses on school climate in relation to 
LGBTQ bullying, Payne and Smith (2013) noted, “the link between climate 
and anti-bullying divorces climate from culture [and] continues the limited 
focus on visible signs of a deeper cultural problem” (13). They go on to suggest, 
“bullying behaviors are not anti-social but rather highly social acts deeply 
entrenched in the perpetuation of cultural norms and values related to  
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hetero-gender, sex, and sexuality” (21). Payne and Smith, like other queer and 
critical theorists, concern themselves with the ways in which the “cultural 
privileging of heterosexuality and gender normativity goes unquestioned, 
LGBTQ marginalization is reproduced and re-entrenched in new ways, and 
schools avoid responsibility for complicity in LGBTQ harassment” (1).

C R I T I C A L  R A C E  T H E O R Y

Critical race theory emerged as both an extension and critique of critical 
legal studies (Russell 1999). In particular, critical race theorists were con-
cerned with the lack of attention that critical legal studies paid to the role of 
race in the US legal system. Accordingly, critical race theory centers race and 
the analysis of how systems maintain white supremacy and the subordination 
of people of color (see Crenshaw et al. 1995). While early critical race theory 
focused on African American experiences of racial oppression, more recent 
developments include analyses of whiteness and a broader range of racial and 
ethnic identities, including Latinx, Asian, and Indigenous (Russell 1999).

Bajaj, Ghaffar-Kucher, and Desai (2016) employed critical race theory to 
“explore the intersections of racism, xenophobia, and bullying” among South 
Asian American youth in US schools (483). They noted that “the normaliza-
tion of xenophobic bullying is based on ideas about which bodies are seen as 
fully human and which bodies are seen as subhuman” (493). Similar to femi-
nist and queer theorists, critical race theorists offer a critique of mainstream 
research on bullying. After finding repeated examples of “teachers espousing 
xenophobic views of South Asian American youth” (491), Bajaj, Ghaffar-
Kucher, and Desai (2016) made the argument that “conventional bullying 
literature provides insufficient frames for analysis of the sometimes-harmful 
attitudes and roles of teachers in xenophobic bullying incidents and for trac-
ing such attitudes back to larger discourses, media narratives, and discrimina-
tory policies” (500). By employing critical race theory, Bajaj, Ghaffar-Kucher, 
and Desai identified forms of xenophobic bullying that are not captured by 
conventional studies of bullying, including attacks on families and communi-
ties grounded in racial and ethnic threats, such as being told to “go back where 
you came from,” property damage to places of worship, and ridicule regarding 
foods students eat. They traced these forms of xenophobic bullying to “colo-
nial discourses that have been exacerbated in the post-9/11 period, when 
anyone perceived to be Muslim is seen as a threat to security” (490).
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Vitoroulis and Georgiades (2017) analyzed data from a random sample of 
1,449 students across thirty-six schools in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, in 
order to assess relationships between school immigrant concentration, per-
ceived teacher support for cultural diversity and interethnic relationships, 
sense of belongingness, generational status, and bullying perpetration and 
victimization. They noted that prior research had indicated greater prevalence 
of ethnic/racial bullying victimization among visible minority students. 
Among their study sample, Vitoroulis and Georgiades (2017) found that in 
schools with higher concentrations of immigrant students, immigrant students 
experienced less bullying victimization and were less involved in bullying per-
petration, suggesting that “the presence of peers who share similar characteris-
tics (e.g., immigrant background) in schools may provide increased opportuni-
ties for positive peer relationships and social support networks that can protect 
students against bullying victimization” (148) and “a higher representation of 
immigrant students in schools may be associated with positive characteristics 
associated with immigrant status that may contribute to lower levels of bully-
ing and aggression” (149). Interestingly, Vitoroulis and Georgiades (2017) also 
found that “perceived teacher support for cultural diversity was associated with 
decreased odds for [ethnic/racial] victimization” (149). This is in alignment 
with Bajaj, Ghaffar-Kucher, and Desai’s (2016) finding that xenophobia among 
teachers can lead to increased bullying of Muslim students.

Sulkowski et al. (2014) analyzed data from 2,929 youth who participated 
in the Youth Voice Project and had reported being victimized two or more 
times per month. They found that youth who had immigrated within two 
years of the study “were more likely to report being victimized because of 
their race, religion, and family income when compared to their non-immi-
grant peers” (659–60). Sulkowski et al. linked these types of bullying to the 
social construction of the immigrant identity, which, at least in the United 
States, is highly racialized and classed, and draws on anti-Muslim tropes. 
These researchers also found that “youth from immigrant families were more 
likely to report that every employed response was less effective or more likely 
to result in things ‘getting worse’ for them” (661), suggesting that structures 
put in place in their schools are failing to provide a safe environment, or in 
some cases are making the experiences of immigrant youth worse.

Similar to the ways feminist and queer theorists suggest that bullying is 
employed as a mechanism through which the boundaries of heteromasculine 
norms are policed, critical race theorists argue that bullying also serves as a 
mechanism through which racial stereotypes are constructed and reinforced. 
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Some research supports this claim. For instance, Peguero and Williams (2013) 
analyzed a subsample of 10,440 cases from the 2002 Educational Longitudinal 
Study to assess the degree to which racial and ethnic stereotypes influence the 
likelihood of bullying victimization. They found that “Black/African 
American and Latino American youth, who are in families with higher SES 
[socioeconomic status], identify more incidences of bullying” (556). They note 
that this was not true for Asian American and white American students, 
suggesting that “family SES is a potential risk factor for bullying victimiza-
tion among youth from stereotypical economically disadvantaged back-
grounds” (556). Peguero and Williams (2013) also found that “interscholastic 
sports participation places Latino American and Asian American youth at 
greater risk for bullying victimization, whereas sports is a potential protective 
factor for White American and Black/African American youth from being 
bullied at school” (559). Again, these researchers linked this finding to racial 
and ethnic stereotypes and the degree to which playing sports either aligned 
with or violated those stereotypes for a particular racial/ethnic identity group. 
Peguero and Williams noted similar dynamics were at work in relation to 
educational success, suggesting “increased educational success and engage-
ment may promote more bullying victimization if students’ behaviors or 
characteristics deviate from certain imposed racial and ethnic stereotypes” 
(559). It is possible, however, that the influence of violating racial stereotypes 
may be moderated by school climate. For instance, in their analysis of data 
from 48,027 students in grades nine to twelve attending 323 high schools in 
Virginia, Konold et al. (2017) found “a positive school climate holds similar 
benefits of promoting student engagement and reducing victimization experi-
ences across Black, Hispanic, and White groups” (1289). It is possible that 
creating a positive school climate could reduce racial stereotyping, thereby 
reducing the influence of violating stereotypes on likelihood of bullying vic-
timization. Further research is likely needed in this area. Perhaps more impor-
tant from a critical race theory perspective, however, are the ways in which 
racial stereotyping leads to disproportionate disciplinary action targeting 
students of color and members of other racialized groups.

Racial Disproportionality, School Discipline,  

and the School-to-Prison Pipeline

As was discussed in chapter 2, the application of zero tolerance policies and 
practices through a deterrence lens seems to be ineffective in reducing bullying. 
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From a critical race theory perspective, zero tolerance policies and practices 
grounded in the criminalization of schools also serve to further entrench racial 
disproportionality and contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline. As 
Simon (2007) points out, “the merging of school and penal systems has resulted 
in speeding the collapse of the progressive project of education and tilting the 
administration of schools towards a highly authoritarian and mechanistic 
model” (209). Youth of color are more likely to experience the criminalization 
of schools than white youth, as illustrated by the fact that over half of the nation’s 
high schools with black and Latino student populations greater than 75 percent 
of the student body have sworn law enforcement officers (SLEOs; United States 
Department of Education 2016c), while the presence of SLEOs in predomi-
nantly white schools is lower. Moreover, “black youth are 2.2 times as likely to 
receive a referral to law enforcement or be subject to a school-related arrest com-
pared to white students” (United States Department of Education 2016c, 3).

The intersection of multiple identities compounds the disproportionate 
application and collateral consequences of exclusionary discipline policies and 
practices. While boys in general are disproportionately impacted by these poli-
cies and practices, boys of color are at particular risk. Similarly, while girls in 
general are at lower risk for disproportionate application of these policies and 
practices, girls of color experience higher rates of discipline. In fact, race/eth-
nicity interacts with almost all other social identities in ways that lead to par-
ticularly problematic outcomes for students of color. The internalization of 
cultural ideologies related to race, gender, economic status, and (dis)ability 
among school administrators, teachers, parents, and the general public has long 
influenced the disproportionate application of school disciplinary policies and 
practices, leading to problematic behavioral and educational outcomes.

The increased criminalization of schools does not appear to be the result 
of actual increases in victimization, the stated reason for zero tolerance poli-
cies grounded in the criminalization of schools. According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2016), “through nearly two decades 
of decline, the rate of nonfatal victimization of 12- to 18-year-old students at 
school fell from 181 victimizations per 1,000 students in 1992 to 33 per 1,000 
students in 2014” (xxxiii). Not unlike the wide discrepancy between rates of 
crime and incarceration more broadly, the trend toward the criminalization 
of schools seems to be more the result of exaggerated fears of youth violence 
than well-thought-out responses to actual disciplinary problems.

The US Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights revised their 
Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) for the 2013–2014 school year to 
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include additional measures of school disciplinary problems and responses 
(United States Department of Education 2016c). (The 2013–2014 school year 
was the most recent data available at the time of writing.) The resulting data 
reveal significant issues related to disproportionate treatment across race/
ethnicity, gender, and (dis)ability. The CRDC collected data on out-of-school 
suspensions and expulsions without educational services, finding that “black 
preschool children are 3.6 times as likely to be suspended as are white pre-
school students” (United States Department of Education 2016c, 3). Similarly, 
“black students are 1.9 times as likely to be expelled from school without 
educational services as white students” (4). A closer look at these data reveals 
additional forms of disproportionate treatment across race/ethnicity. While 
black children represent 19 percent of preschool enrollment, they are 47 per-
cent of preschool children receiving one or more out-of-school suspensions 
(3). This is in comparison to white children, who represent 41 percent of 
preschool enrollment but only 28 percent of preschool children who receive 
one or more out-of-school suspensions (3). These racial/ethnic disparities 
hold across gender as well. According to the CRDC, 6 percent of all K–12 
students were suspended one or more times; however, 18 percent of black boys 
and 10 percent of black girls were suspended one or more times, while only 5 
percent of white boys and 2 percent of white girls were (3).

Bullying researchers have pointed to the role of racial bias and fear in 
explaining the disproportionate impact of school disciplinary policies and 
practices. In their study of race, urbanicity, and bullying involvement, 
Goldweber, Waasdorp, and Bradshaw (2013) noted that their finding of 
increased likelihood of African American youth being labeled as bully-vic-
tims “must be interpreted in light of racial disproportionality—the percep-
tion held by teachers and peers, that African American youth are more aggres-
sive” (215). They went on to suggest that racial biases “relate to disproportionate 
disciplinary actions in childhood and adolescence and disproportionate 
minority contact and confinement in adolescence and adulthood” (215).

Huang and Cornell (2017) used self-report surveys to collect data from a 
statewide sample of 38,398 students attending 236 racially diverse high 
schools in Virginia to test the differential involvement hypothesis, which 
“suggests that racial disproportionality is not a result of discrimination but a 
consequence of differences in attitudes and behaviors that lead to higher rates 
of misbehavior among Black students” (299). The results of Huang and 
Cornell’s analysis did not “support the differential involvement hypothesis 
with regard to suspensions” (304). However, these researchers noted that 
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their results “strengthen the concern that racial disparities are the result of 
differential decisions by school authorities” (304).

Peguero and Shekarkhar (2011) found similar dynamics at play in their 
analysis of data from a subsample of 7,250 students in 580 public schools who 
completed the 2002 Educational Longitudinal Study. The results showed 
“Latino/a students are being disproportionately punished for misbehaving at 
the same, or even less, levels as White male students” (65). They found specifi-
cally that first- and third-generation Latino and Latina students are more 
likely to be punished “even though first-generation Latino and Latina stu-
dents are less likely to engage in school misbehavior in comparison to White 
males” and “third-generation Latino and Latina students have similar pat-
terns of school misbehavior to White males” (65). These researchers con-
cluded that “although zero tolerance is ideally a school policy to ameliorate 
violence within schools, it appears that this policy has only magnified the 
overrepresentation of racial and ethnic minority students who are being dis-
ciplined” (66). As Payne and Welch (2010) pointed out, “harsher outcomes 
for Black students are not merely a reflection of more violations . . . but also 
importantly involve the discretion of teachers and administrators” (1024).

The above described disparities negatively impact a variety of educational 
outcomes, since students who experience schools as a place where they are 
racialized, demonized, stigmatized, and criminalized are much less likely to 
experience schools as providing safe, supportive spaces aimed at helping them 
improve their lives. Both perceived and actual racial discrimination in disci-
plinary practices have been linked to lower self-esteem, higher degrees of 
anxiety and stress, and lower levels of academic engagement, curiosity, and 
persistence (Thompson and Gregory 2011). According to Skiba, Arredondo, 
and Williams (2014), “the experience of out-of-school suspensions or expul-
sion in and of itself increases student risk for school disengagement, poor 
school outcomes, dropout, and involvement with juvenile justice, especially 
among groups more likely to be disproportionately disciplined” (558).

R E S T O R AT I V E  J U S T I C E  T H E O R Y

From a restorative justice (RJ) perspective, crime is understood as “a viola-
tion of people and of interpersonal relationships” that “creates obligations” 
of which the “central obligation is to put right the wrongs” that resulted from 
the crime (Zehr 2002, 19). From a criminal justice perspective, when a crime 
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is committed, justice officials focus on what laws were broken, who broke 
them, and what punishment they deserve in response. From a RJ perspective, 
when a crime is committed, practitioners focus on who has been hurt, what 
needs they have, and who is obligated to address those needs. Zehr (1990) 
described crime as “a violation of people and relationships. It creates obliga-
tions to make things right. Justice involves the victim, the offender, and the 
community in a search for solutions which promote repair, reconciliation, 
and reassurance” (181). The philosophical underpinnings of restorative justice 
also align with the peacemaking tradition in criminology. According to 
Arrigo (1999), “peacemaking criminology endeavors to forge meaningful, 
humane relationships between victims and offenders, between friends and 
enemies within situations of conflict” (51). Braswell, Fuller, and Lozoff (2001) 
pointed to the potential for peacemaking criminology and restorative jus-
tice to operate across multiple domains, including the personal, social, and 
institutional. They suggested that how individuals feel about themselves in 
relation to others is a primary determinant of their behavior; in order for 
harm to be repaired, our interactions with others should be based on trust, 
fairness, kindness, and compassion. Although early articulations of restora-
tive justice in North America drew distinct lines between restorative and 
retributive justice (i.e., punishment for punishment’s sake), more recent 
developments acknowledge that the underlying principle of accountability is 
an important and central aspect of both restorative and retributive responses 
to crime (Van Ness and Heetderks Strong 2010). Thus, RJ should not be 
understood as an alternative to punishment, but rather as an alternative form 
of punishment that seeks to hold individuals accountable to their offending 
behaviors in ways that heal relationships and repair the harm they caused.

There is substantial research on the effectiveness of restorative justice poli-
cies and practices in North America and around the globe. In their analysis 
of empirical studies of RJ, Sherman and Strang (2007) noted significant posi-
tive outcomes for RJ processes in comparison to more traditional criminal 
justice system approaches. They limited their review to studies that con-
ducted rigorous comparisons of RJ participants and comparison/control 
groups who went through traditional criminal justice processes. They found 
that RJ practices showed positive results across a number of outcomes, 
including substantially reduced repeat offending, increased effective use of 
diversion from criminal justice, reduced post-traumatic stress symptoms and 
desires for revenge among victims, and reduced criminal justice costs. In a 
meta-analysis of restorative diversion programs for youth, Wong et al. (2016) 
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In addition to challenging traditional approaches to researching bully-
ing, critical criminologists highlight what they see as ineffective and 
counterproductive responses to bullying in schools. Instead of focus-
ing on punishment and individual-level behavioral change, critical 
criminologists seek to challenge dominant discourses that support 
the criminalization of schools through “get tough” zero tolerance poli-
cies and the excessive use of exclusionary disciplinary practices. Of 
particular concern is the degree to which zero tolerance policies dis-
proportionately impact youth of color and other marginalized student 
communities and support the school-to-prison pipeline. Thus, critical 
criminologists advocate policies and practices that respond to bullying 
through a harm-reduction lens, such as restorative school discipline.

In a series of case studies of schools that have implemented restor-
ative discipline practices, gonzález (2012) concluded that “the devel-
opment of sustained school-based restorative justice programs can 
be an important educational policy solution aimed at eliminating the 
school-to-prison pipeline” (335). however, Schiff (2018) noted that 
while there is strong evidence for this, its effectiveness is dependent 
on the degree to which programs grounded in restorative justice 
attend to institutional and organizational racism. This aligns with crit-
ical criminologists’ call for bullying researchers to attend to institu-
tional and cultural dynamics of power that are replicated and rein-
forced through bullying behaviors and through disciplinary policies 
grounded in zero tolerance, exclusion, and criminalization.

As one example of the potential of restorative school discipline, 
the Oakland Unified School district (OUSd) has implemented a 
restorative justice initiative. According to OUSd, their restorative jus-
tice (RJ) initiative was “implemented through a 3-tier, school-wide 
model” that engages students, teachers, school administrators, fami-
lies, and communities in school climate and discipline issues (www 
.ousd.org/Page/12324). As indicated on OUSd’s website (www.ousd 
.org/Page/12326), the initiative includes the following:

1. Professional development and coaching support to almost forty 
RJ sites throughout the district.

2. Partnership with Catholic Charities of the East Bay to implement 
trauma-informed restorative practices at their six comprehensive 
high schools.

http://www.ousd.org/Page/12326
http://www.ousd.org/Page/12326
http://www.ousd.org/Page/12324
http://www.ousd.org/Page/12324
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3. Integration of Positive Behavioral Supports, African American 
Male Achievement, and Social Emotional Learning at participat-
ing sites.

4. Inclusion of parents and families to engage them in school 
climate and discipline issues.

5. Alignment with City of Oakland’s “Oakland Unite” programs, 
including community crisis response and support network, 
conflict mediation, street outreach, and Juvenile Justice re-entry 
to schools.

6. Engaging youth leadership in restorative practices through the 
Peer RJ program.

Questions

Visit OUSd’s website at www.ousd.org/Page/12324 and review their 
materials, videos, and links to resources and research studies, then 
answer the following:

1. how is restorative justice theory, as described on OUSd’s 
website, different from and similar to more traditional approaches 
to crime and deviance?

2. What aspects of restorative school discipline make it an effective 
tool for reducing racial disproportionality?

3. RJ emphasizes the harm caused to and needs of victims. What 
role should bullying victims play in the disciplinary process,  
if any?

found that “restorative approaches are a promising way to combat recidivism 
among youth and should continue to be implemented and evaluated” (1324).

P O L I C Y  I M P L I C AT I O N S  O F  C R I T I C A L  C R I M I N O L O G Y  

A N D  R E S T O R AT I V E  J U S T I C E

Unlike other categories of theories we have discussed throughout this text, 
the implications that emerge from critical criminology tend to be turned 
inward on the discipline itself. Critical theories serve as a critique of “main-

http://www.ousd.org/Page/12324
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stream” criminology and aim to uncover how existing definitions of discipli-
nary concepts (e.g., crime, deviance, bullying) are limited in their ability to 
capture dynamics of power and oppression, and, therefore, policies that 
emerge from mainstream criminology are limited in their effectiveness. For 
example, Polanin and Vera (2013) suggest that in order to address bullying 
behaviors in schools, we must understand bullying as “reinforced by genera-
tions of attitudes supporting the notions of cultural superiority” (308). 
Without this acknowledgement, prevention efforts will fail to address the 
prejudices and cultural messages of inferiority that are used to construct the 
“other” and to justify bullying behaviors in schools. Other critical scholars 
have attempted to redefine bullying in the literature so as to better capture 
dynamics of institutional and structural power. In what is perhaps the clear-
est articulation of a definition of bullying grounded in critical theory, Payne 
and Smith (2013) suggest a redefining of bullying that accounts for the influ-
ence of structural inequalities:

Bullying is overt verbal, physical, or technology-based (“cyber,” text messag-
ing, etc.) aggression that is persistently focused on targeted person(s) over 
time. This behavior is visible aggression that has escalated from a larger sys-
tem of low-level or covert normalized aggression that polices the boundaries 
between “normal” and “different” in a specific social context. Targeted 
person(s) are victimized because they are perceived to be outside the bounda-
ries of “normal” as culturally defined within a peer group. This aggression is 
a tool for acquiring higher social status in a peer group because by targeting 
others as “different,” the aggressor claims a higher position in the social hier-
archy and reinforces the social “rules” of acceptability. Peer-to-peer aggres-
sion typically replicates structural inequality, and therefore patterns of tar-
geting are likely to reflect systemic marginalization along lines of gender, sex, 
sexuality, race, (dis)ability, and class. (26)

Restorative justice scholars and practitioners attempt to address these 
power dynamics as well. According to Pranis (2001), “on a micro level, [RJ] 
can bridge social distance, affirm values of mutual responsibility, and real-
locate power in individual cases of crime” (301). Pranis linked the microlevel 
to the macro, suggesting restorative justice “can provide a model for trans-
forming relationships and power across multiple systems and structures” 
(301). When communities engage in consensus building and value the well-
being and wholeness of all members of the community, individuals who tend 
to lack access to power or who are rarely given voice within criminal justice 
and educational institutions (e.g., victims, offenders, youth) are empowered 
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to affirm their needs and responsibilities and given voice and respect. In 
affirming the worth of all individuals within the community, RJ practices 
have the potential to reduce marginalization, alienation, and isolation. 
Braswell, Fuller, and Lozoff (2001) pointed to the need to dismantle institu-
tional and systemic forms of oppression, stating that “when we allow racism 
or sexual (or other kinds of) harassment to be tolerated in our schools and 
businesses, we invite reactions that may be violent” (40). This includes the 
application of exclusionary discipline policies that exert a form of structural 
violence through disproportionate application for youth of color. Restorative 
approaches to school discipline therefore have the potential to alleviate the 
suffering of marginalized students and break the cycle of violence that is 
generated by discriminatory and exclusionary school discipline policies.

A major threat to marginalized populations in school settings is the con-
tinued growth of the school-to-prison pipeline. According to Fania Davis, 
Executive Director of Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth (RJOY), “the 
school-to-prison pipeline refers to the alarming national trend of punishing 
and criminalizing our youth instead of educating and nurturing them” (2014, 
40). In an extensive review of the literature on the application of restorative 
justice in schools within the United States, González (2012) noted that 
restorative school discipline practices can serve to mediate the relationship 
between school discipline and the school-to-prison pipeline. Findings from 
González’s specific evaluation of the North High School Restorative Justice 
Program confirmed “that when schools adopt alternative processes to address 
discipline they can build a safer school culture, reduce entry into the school-
to-prison pipeline, and positively impact educational performance” (335).

According to Englehart (2014), many of the current approaches to school 
discipline tend to miss the mark in terms of addressing the affective dimen-
sions of harm. In discussing the need to address the affective, emotional 
aspects of school victimization, Englehart pointed to parents’ desires to 
know that their children are safe and children’s desires to see that adults at 
school are looking out for them (28). These needs suggest that there are ben-
efits in engaging all school stakeholders (i.e., students, teachers, administra-
tors, and parents) when addressing behavioral problems. As Margaret 
Thorsborne, a pioneer in the application of restorative justice in schools, has 
put it, “the adults in the school community are the ones who must take the 
lead and change their behavior first” (2013, 49).

Evaluations of restorative disciplinary practices in schools have highlighted 
the potential for positive outcomes related to bullying. In an extensive review 
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of research, Fronius et al. (2019) found support for the effectiveness of RJ poli-
cies and practices to address bullying in schools across a number of studies. 
Wong et al. (2011) employed a longitudinal quasi-experimental design to 
study the effectiveness of a “Restorative Whole-school Approach (RWsA)” in 
reducing bullying in four Hong Kong public schools. One school had fully 
implemented RWsA, two schools had partially implemented RWsA, and one 
school did not implement RWsA at all (the comparison group). The results of 
the authors’ longitudinal analysis showed significant decreases in bullying 
(both overall and across multiple forms, including physical and exclusionary) 
at both the RWsA and partial RWsA schools, while bullying at the non-
RWsA school worsened over the study period. In fact, “almost half (49.9%) of 
students who had bullied others at the RWsA school had reduced their bul-
lying behaviors, [while] 51% of students at the non-RWsA school had increased 
their bullying behaviors” (2011, 853–54).

Restorative justice programs also have effects on other factors related to 
school bullying. For example, Alkhalayleh and Newlyn (2015) outlined how 
restorative justice programming in schools could be implemented to break 
the link between domestic violence experienced in the home and school bul-
lying, a correlation we discussed in more detail in chapters 2 and 4. In a 
mixed-methods evaluation of the RJ-based Responsible Citizenship Program 
in an Australian primary school, Morrison (2002) found that students’ feel-
ings of safety significantly increased over the course of the year in which the 
program was implemented. Perhaps more importantly, “the use of maladap-
tive shame management skills decreased significantly, in terms of both feel-
ings of rejection by others and displacement of wrongdoing onto others” 
(2002, 5). Reductions in maladaptive shame management and increases in 
feelings of safety can lead to positive outcomes for youth, including a reduc-
tion in problematic behaviors such as bullying and increases in academic 
success.
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Chapters 2 through 6 of this book focused on particular categories of crimino-
logical theory and their associated unit theories. These chapters introduced 
each unit theory (e.g., Hirschi’s social bond theory, Agnew’s general strain 
theory, etc.), then tested them as a competing explanation of crime, delin-
quency, and/or deviance. Even though in many instances these theories draw 
on the same constructs or measures, the theorists who developed them and the 
researchers who tested their applicability tend to argue that the theory they are 
testing is distinct and often incompatible with other theories. This is true even 
when theories use the same constructs. For instance, measures of “peer associa-
tion” are used to test constructs associated with social control, social learning, 
opportunity, and subcultural theories. Each theory posits an arguably unique, 
yet overlapping influence of peer associations depending on the basic tenets of 
the theory and its perspective on the fundamental drivers of human behavior.

I N T E G R AT I O N I S T  P E R S P E C T I V E S

Alternatively, some researchers and theorists have taken on the challenge 
of theoretical integration, arguing that theoretical constructs from seemingly 
competing theories can in fact be combined to more fully explain the com-
plexity of human behavior. Williams and McShane (2010) identified two 
models of theory integration in criminology. The first, the fully integrated 
model, involves the incorporation of “concepts from several theories without 
regard to either the assumptions or the general thrust of the theories” (217). 
The second, the end-to-end model, involves “[putting] theories together in 
a sequential, straight-line fashion” (217).

S E V E N

Integrationist, Life Course, and 
Developmental Theories



I N T E g R A T I O N I S T ,  L I F E  C O U R S E ,  A N d  d E V E L O P M E N T A L  T h E O R I E S  •  139

Fully Integrated Models

One of the more prominent and established fully integrated models of crimi-
nological theory is Elliott et al.’s (1979) integrated theory, which combines 
elements of social control, social learning, and strain. Menard and Grotpeter 
(2011) noted that Elliott et al.’s integrated theory draws on Agnew’s (1992) 
early work on general strain theory, the constructs of external and internal 
controls articulated by Reiss (1951) and Nye (1958), and elements of 
Sutherland’s (1947) theory of differential association (all of which we covered 
in earlier chapters). As an example of how a fully integrated model may ignore 
the original formulation of the theory from which it borrows constructs, 
Elliott et al. (1979) posited that it is the development of internal bonds (atti-
tudes/beliefs) that make one more or less likely to associate with conforming 
or deviant peer groups. This is in opposition to Sutherland’s (1947) original 
formulation, which posits that definitions (attitudes/beliefs) are learned 
within the context of existing peer associations. In other words, Elliott et al. 
reverse the causal order of the relationship between definitions (or internal 
controls) and peer associations proposed by differential association theory.

In order to test the integrated theory in relation to bullying-related behav-
iors, Menard and Grotpeter (2011) analyzed data from 3,497 elementary 
school students in Colorado. Menard and Grotpeter included measures of 
constructs from social control theory, including external controls (relation-
ships with parents and other adults) and internal controls (attitudes toward 
aggression and violence). Their measure of social learning constructs included 
friends’ attitudes toward aggression and violence as a measure of deviant peer 
association. Finally, to assess the effects of strain, Menard and Grotpeter 
included a measure of school performance, arguing that poor school per-
formance represents a failure of achievement that would induce strain. 
Interestingly, they also used respondents’ self-reported attitudes toward 
aggressive behavior as a measure of offender motivation, a construct bor-
rowed from routine activity theory (covered in chapter 2).

According to Menard and Grotpeter (2011), their results are “consistent 
with the integrated theory, and with the components extracted from Routine 
Activity Theory, but less so with self-control theory” (198). Specifically, 
Menard and Grotpeter found that “peer group is consistently a statistically 
significant and relatively strong predictor of perpetration of physical aggres-
sion” (195). They also found that external controls did not have a direct influ-
ence on physical aggression but may act indirectly through internal controls 
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and peer association. In terms of relational aggression, Menard and Grotpeter 
found that “perpetration is most strongly and consistently influenced by one’s 
own attitudes toward aggression, followed by one’s peers’ attitudes toward 
aggression” (196). They also note that for relational aggression, external con-
trols in the form of family bonding have both an indirect and direct effect.

Menard and Grotpeter (2011) also looked at the influence of these con-
structs on victimization. They found that for physical aggression victimiza-
tion, “exposure to friends whose attitudes are favorable toward aggression 
increases one’s own risk of being a victim of aggression” (196). They noted 
inconsistent findings related to the direct influence of external controls (i.e., 
familial bonding) on both physical and relational aggression victimization 
but added that “family bonding appears to have an impact on the peer group 
climate (peer attitudes), and hence an indirect impact, via peer attitudes 
toward aggression, on physical and relational aggression victimization” (196). 
These findings should not be interpreted as establishing a causal relationship, 
given the limitations of the repeated cross-sectional design of the study.

Kulig et al. (2017) tested the applicability of an integrated low self-control 
and risky lifestyles explanation of victimization by analyzing data from 1,901 
middle school students in the city of Roanoke, Virginia. Specifically, Kulig et 
al. asked whether “engaging in various forms of risky behaviors effectively 
mediates the link between low self-control and bullying victimization” (892). 
They argued that individuals with “low levels of self-control . . . are more likely 
to self-select into [risky behaviors] because they provide the kind of immedi-
ate gratification that those who lack self-control crave” (893), which makes 
individuals more vulnerable to victimization. While the authors generally 
supported this integrated theory, they also expressed skepticism of its appli-
cability to bullying victimization for two reasons: (1) “victims of bullying may 
have little or no control over where they go to school and who their classmates 
are” (895), and (2) “bullying generally involves a power differential between 
the bully and the victim” meaning that “the individual does not have to 
engage in any particular behavior (risky or otherwise) to attract a bully; they 
could be simply singled out due to their stature or vulnerability” (895). These 
researchers found that “after controlling for other factors, engaging in risky 
lifestyles . . . does not appear to put youths at risk of bullying victimization” 
(904). They also found that “even after accounting for risky lifestyles, low 
self-control maintained a direct effect on all forms of bullying victimization 
with the exception of social victimization” (904). Finally, they noted that in 
addition to low self-control, the presence of physical limitations (measured 



I N T E g R A T I O N I S T ,  L I F E  C O U R S E ,  A N d  d E V E L O P M E N T A L  T h E O R I E S  •  141

through a single item asking respondents “if they had any physical problems 
that kept them from doing things they wanted to do” [898]) increased the risk 
of victimization, and youths with strong parental attachments (a form of 
guardianship) were less likely to experience bullying victimization.

Cho and Lee (2018) conducted a study that assessed an integrated 
approach that included lifestyle/routine activity theories, but with social 
control as opposed to self-control. Drawing from the Health Behavior in 
School-Aged Children (HBSC) survey, Cho and Lee analyzed data from a 
sample of 12,642 students who completed the 2009–2010 survey. They exam-
ined the “direct impacts of risk factors (delinquent peer associations) and 
mediating effects of social controls on three types of bullying status: bullies, 
victims, and bully-victims in each of the following: physical, verbal, and 
social bullying” (379). Their measure of the lifestyle/routine activity con-
struct of exposure was delinquent peer associations. Their measures of social 
controls, which were hypothesized to mediate (e.g., serve as protective fac-
tors) the relationship between exposure and bullying, were parental attach-
ment, peer attachment, and teacher attachment. Cho and Lee found that 
“adolescents who associated with delinquent peers were more likely to be 
bullies, victims, and bully-victims in physical, verbal, and social bullying” 
and that “the social controls had direct and mediating effects on bullies, vic-
tims, and bully-victims by three subtypes of bullying” (379). Based on these 
findings, they concluded that “social controls are highly influential during 
adolescence” and “effective parenting practices influenced adolescent’s 
friendship choices and engagement in bullying-related behaviors” (379).

While these studies set out to explicitly test established integrated theories, 
other bullying researchers have conducted studies that test the relationship 
between constructs from distinct unit theories without explicitly grounding 
the analysis in a specific integrated theoretical framework. Williams and 
McShane (2010) referred to this as “research-produced theory” (218), which 
occurs when integrative theory is developed through the conduct of research 
testing existing theoretical constructs. For instance, Moon and Alarid (2015) 
tested a model that included constructs from self-control theory and opportu-
nity theory. These researchers analyzed data from 296 adolescents who com-
pleted surveys while attending two schools in a single school district. Moon 
and Alarid employed multiple measures of opportunity, including association 
with bullies, parental supervision and monitoring, negative school environ-
ment, and teachers’ negative feedback. They also employed Grasmick  
et al.’s (1993) twenty-four-item scale (described in chapter 5) to measure each 
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respondent’s level of self-control. Moon and Alarid (2015) analyzed the rela-
tionship between these opportunity factors and self-control, and a combined 
measure of physical and psychological bullying perpetration. While their 
analysis showed a significant relationship between low self-control and bully-
ing perpetration, they also noted that “the influence of self-control weakened 
when opportunity measures were introduced into the model” (850). They 
concluded that “researchers should consider opportunity factors when testing 
low self-control theory, as low self-control by itself may not be as strong a pre-
dictor for school bullying as it was for other forms of more serious crime” (851).

Unnever and Cornell (2003) also conducted a study to test the relation-
ship between self-control and bullying, but with a focus on the additional 
influence of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Drawing data 
from 2,472 middle school students from six public schools in the city of 
Roanoke, Virginia, researchers Unnever and Cornell analyzed the relation-
ships among measures of bullying perpetration, bullying victimization, self-
reported ADHD diagnosis, and self-control. They found that “middle-school 
students who reported taking medication for ADHD were both more likely 
to report bullying others and more likely to report being victimized by bul-
lies” (141). They also found that self-control fully mediated the influence of 
ADHD on bullying perpetration, meaning that “students with ADHD were 
more likely to engage in bullying because of their problems in self-control” 
(142), not because of their diagnosis alone.

Researchers have also conducted tests of constructs from two theories that 
operate at different explanatory levels. For example, Holt, Turner, and Exum 
(2014) designed a study to “investigate the effects of individual-level and 
neighborhood-level factors on the prevalence of bully victimization” (349). 
Using self-report data from 2,562 middle and high school students in a single 
North Carolina school system, Holt, Turner, and Exum analyzed the “pre-
dictive properties of both low self-control and neighborhood disorder on 
bullying victimization” (351–52). They measured self-control using a six-item 
scale and neighborhood disorder using a seven-item index. Similar to Moon 
and Alarid (2015), Holt, Turner, and Exum found a significant relationship 
between low self-control and all forms of bullying victimization they meas-
ured. They also found that neighborhood disorder was significantly related 
to all forms of bullying victimization. In their analytic model including both 
self-control and neighborhood disorder, both remained significantly associ-
ated with bullying victimization, but neighborhood disorder also moderated 
the relationship between self-control and victimization (352). This means 
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that neighborhood disorder has some influence on the relationship between 
low self-control and risk of bullying victimization. Interestingly, Holt, 
Turner, and Exum (2014) also employed full models that included a measure 
of polyvictimization. In other words, they included measures of verbal and 
physical bullying victimization in relation to cyberbullying, cyber and physi-
cal in relation to verbal, and verbal and cyber in relation to physical. When 
these measures of polyvictimization were included in the model, the effect of 
self-control on bullying victimization disappeared, but the effect of neigh-
borhood disorder on bullying victimization remained significant. Drawing 
on routine activity theory, Holt, Turner, and Exum interpreted this finding 
as support for the idea that “self-control may have an indirect relationship to 
bullying victimization through exposure to motivated offenders” (353). 
Finally, based on their analysis, Holt, Turner, and Exum (2014) concluded 
that “there is a need to consider how broader environmental conditions may 
affect the risk of harm from bullying” (353).

While these tests of fully integrated theoretical models are important in 
terms of identifying how seemingly competing theoretical constructs can fit 
together, they suffer from a consistent limitation. Specifically, all of these 
studies rely on cross-sectional data, which means they are unable to establish 
temporal ordering, a required element for establishing causality.

End-to-End Models

There are not many examples of end-to-end models of integration in the bul-
lying literature. However, Cho (2017a) conducted a statistically sophisticated 
longitudinal analysis of the integrated theory of lifestyles and routine activi-
ties (LRAT) and self-control in order to assess the time-ordered relationship 
between bullying perpetration and victimization. As Cho points out, a major 
thrust of this integrated theory is that “individuals with low self-control are 
more likely to willingly engage in risky lifestyles that may, in turn, place 
themselves at higher odds of being victimized” (281). Cho also noted that 
“despite a large body of research examining the offending-victimization asso-
ciation, little is known about the time-ordered relationship between offend-
ing and victimization” (282). Cho analyzed data from five waves of the Korean 
Youth Panel Survey, which began in 2004 (n = 2,844) and included annual 
follow-up interviews/surveys with the same participants. Cho’s dependent 
variable, bullying victimization, included three items that measured collective 
bullying victimization (a significant issue in South Korea), severe teasing or 
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bantering, and severe beating, respectively. Independent variables included 
bullying perpetration, association with bullies (as a measure of exposure to 
motivated offenders), parent-youth relationships (as a measure of guardian-
ship), and low self-control (using parts of Grasmick et al.’s scale). The results 
of the analysis “demonstrated that youth who bullied others were generally at 
higher risk of bullying victimization (a reciprocal effect) among the three 
different bullying models” (285). Additionally, “youth who had associated 
with bullies during the previous year were more likely to have subsequent risk 
of future bullying victimization (a time ordered relationship), except for 
physical bullying” (285). This finding is consistent with lifestyle and routine 
activity theories, which consider association with bullies to be an indicator of 
exposure to motivated offenders. Cho also found that low self-control was 
significantly associated with verbal bullying, even when controlling for meas-
ures of lifestyle and routine activities. Based on this analysis, Cho (2017a) 
drew several conclusions, including that “for collective bullying, risky life-
styles may be a more significant factor predicting victimization compared to 
individual trait characteristics or verbal bullying” (288) and that “the inte-
grated approach of both LRAT and self-control theory can be used to explain 
bullying victimization” (288). Cho cautioned that studies that omit individ-
ual trait characteristics (e.g., self-control) “may mislead the relationships 
between lifestyle factors and bullying victimization” (285).

While not a pure example of an end-to-end integration model, Cho’s 
(2017a) longitudinal analysis does align with the need for research that is able 
to assess temporal ordering and causal relationships. If the theoretical argu-
ment is that low self-control leads to risky lifestyles, which in turn lead to 
increased odds of victimization, researchers must be able to establish the time 
ordering of these phenomena among their study samples. This becomes even 
more important as integrated theories attempt to explain changes over more 
prolonged periods.

D E V E L O P M E N TA L  A N D  L I F E  C O U R S E  T H E O R I E S

Developmental and life course (DLC) theories both examine continuation and 
changes in patterns of offending over time—respectively, “persistence” and 
“desistance”—but they each have a different focus. Developmental theories 
rely more on psychological processes, while life course theories look more at 
influences from social structure. Nevertheless, each focuses on the individual, 
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including intrapersonal change and interpersonal difference (Boman and 
Mowen 2018) rather than, say, explaining crime rates across geographic areas. 
The key areas DLC theories seek to explain include the onset of delinquency, 
versatility, escalation, co-offending, persistence, and desistance (Farrington 
2003). DLC theories thus hypothesize different pathways to offending by 
examining “the development of offending and antisocial behavior, risk factors 
at different ages, and the effects of life events on the course of development” 
(Farrington 2003, 221). Many of them are highly integrative, borrowing from 
an assortment of theories, including those based in strain and control. Their 
empirical beginnings can be traced to early longitudinal research by Glueck 
and Glueck (1950, 1968) and to the “criminal career” research of the 1980s 
(Blumstein 1986). Because of the limited populations of most DLC studies, 
“findings and theories apply to [conventional] offending by lower class urban 
males in Western industrialized societies,” and so their application to other 
types of offending and other persons (and in other places) remains to be seen 
(Farrington 2003, 223). This includes, of course, school bullying.

Prominent DLC Theories

Age-graded theory is a type of life course criminology developed by Sampson 
and Laub (1993, 1997, 2005) that was at first based on reconstructed data from 
Glueck and Glueck (1950, 1968). Glueck and Glueck’s data came from a lon-
gitudinal study of male adolescent and adult criminal offending that began 
in 1940. Age-graded theory stresses the importance of informal social con-
trols, beginning with parenting styles and attachment to parents, then attach-
ment to school and peers, and finally marital stability and employment 
(Sampson and Laub 2005, 15). The theory thus focuses on various “turning 
points” in late adolescence and early adulthood that “[1] ‘knife off’ the past 
from the present, . . . [2] provide both supervision and monitoring as well as 
new opportunities of social support and growth, . . . [3] change and structure 
routine activities . . . [and] [4] provide the opportunity for identity transfor-
mation” (Sampson and Laub 2005, 17–18, citing to Laub and Sampson 2003). 
Because the theory focuses on positive social bonds and desistance, it does not 
fully explain what processes encourage offending (Farrington 2003).

Moffitt (2017) developed an influential theory that suggests that there are 
two distinct types of offenders: adolescent-limited (AL) and life-course-
persisting (LCP). LCP persons experience early neuropsychological deficits 
that result in hyperactivity, impulsivity, low self-control, and difficult  
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temperament in childhood. The LCP person fails to learn prosocial behavior 
because of the negative interactions between the individual and the social 
environment. LCP people show stability of antisocial behavior over time 
because “they become ensnared in an antisocial lifestyle by the consequences 
of offending, such as dropping out of school and incarceration” (Farrington 
2003, 242). In contrast, AL offending is temporary, fueled by social mimicry 
and peer influence. It stops in late adolescence or early adulthood when per-
sons enter legitimate adult roles and the costs of antisocial behavior begin to 
outweigh its benefits, a concept found in deterrence theories.

The social development model (SDM), proposed by Catalano and 
Hawkins (1996), integrates social learning theory, social control theory, and 
differential association theory to explain the causes and course of delin-
quency (Bishop et al. 2017). The SDM recognizes that individuals “will be 
prosocial and/or antisocial depending on the degree of association with and 
bonding to prosocial and antisocial individuals and the adoption of associ-
ated beliefs” (Bishop et al. 2017, 278). The SDM specifies several “submodels” 
that explain phases of development from childhood through adolescence. It 
also allows for the inclusion of individual factors, such as cognitive ability; 
exogenous factors, such as race; and external constraints, including parental 
control over behavior.

Developmental Research on School Bullying

Some of the earliest bullying research examined the relationship between 
bullying and later criminality (e.g., Olweus 1980, 1991), and researchers have 
continued longitudinal or prospective research that examines whether child-
hood involvement in bullying roles is related to later antisocial behavior, such 
as drug use (e.g., Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel et al. 2016). However, most of this 
research has not drawn from developmental theories, and thus we know rela-
tively little about individual trajectories of victimization or perpetration over 
the course of schooling (Zych, Ttofi et al. 2020). While researchers have dem-
onstrated that rates of bullying and victimization generally decline with age, 
research delineating individual pathways to perpetration and victimization 
is inconsistent, showing peaks and valleys in different grade levels, with dif-
ferent patterns of persistence and desistance (Skrzypiec et al. 2018). In addi-
tion, many studies are methodologically hampered by following students 
only over short periods or by using single-item questions about bullying  
and/or victimization (Zych, Ttofi et al. 2020).
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Questions that appear relevant here include the following:

•	 What is the overall pattern of bullying involvement over the K–12 span, 
and which individual and or situational factors explain it?

•	 Are there particular inflection points, such as school transitions, where 
involvement tends to increase or decrease?

•	 What factors explain why some children become chronic perpetrators or 
chronic victims (or both) while others’ involvement is more transitory?

•	 To what extent does involvement in various types of bullying (physical, 
verbal, relational, and cyber) have different trajectories?

•	 How is the type, severity, and development of internalizing and external-
izing symptoms related to the trajectory of victimization and 
perpetration?

•	 Does participation in bullying roles predict later involvement in those or 
other roles?

•	 Do the effects of risk and protective factors remain constant or change 
over time?

•	 What is the trajectory of the bully-victim (i.e., what percentage begin as a 
bully or a victim, and why and when do they take on the new role)?

•	 Are trajectories different for different groups of victims (e.g., sexual 
minority youth, students with disabilities)?

We have at least partial answers to most of these questions, although we 
explore only a few of them here given space limitations, first focusing on 
developmental aspects of victimization and then on bullying perpetration. 
We do not discuss bully-victims separately because there is little research 
about their developmental processes (for two exceptions, see Ettekal  
and Ladd 2020; Sung et al. 2018). There is also little extant research on devel-
opment of bystander behaviors (e.g., Mazzone, Camodeca, and Salmivalli 
2018).

Developmental Aspects of Victimization. Victimization is transient among 
young children but becomes more stable for middle elementary school stu-
dents (Hymel and Swearer 2015). However, as time intervals increase, vic-
timization patterns becomes less consistent (Hymel and Swearer 2015). Some 
studies have also found that the seriousness of victimization declines through-
out high school (e.g., Ladd, Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-Ladd 2017).
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Research shows that the victimization role is relatively stable (Bishop et al. 
2017). Even though the frequency of victimization steadily declines through-
out high school, the percentage of victims stays relatively constant (Troop-
Gordon 2017). Most research attempts to explain this stability based on a 
personality trait or internalizing/externalizing behaviors rather than theoriz-
ing a developmental process. For instance (and as noted in chapter 3), victims 
may develop “maladaptive schemas” (unhealthy ways of thinking and feel-
ing) that tend to entrench their victimization (Calvete et al. 2018). 
Measurement issues have hindered research on developmental aspects of bul-
lying. Most bullying measures yield a composite score that reflects how many 
types of bullying a student has experienced; this overall “exposure score” thus 
combines types of victimization but not the temporal intensity of it (Randa, 
Reyns, and Nobles 2019). Because of this, Randa, Reyns, and Nobles (2019) 
noted, “there is a particular lack of clarity regarding the effects of limited 
victimization experiences versus prolonged, persistent, or repeated victimiza-
tion experiences” (393, emphasis in original).

Continuity, Desistance, and Noninvolvement Researchers have identified 
different victim subtypes, typically according to (1) the intensity of victimiza-
tion and (2) whether victimization increases, declines, or stays the same. They 
have mostly measured victimization from a two-year to a four-year interval 
and have tended to focus on particular grade ranges. Thus, we know more 
about the periods of both grades K through five and seven through eight, and 
less about other periods, such as grades nine through twelve (Ladd, Ettekal, 
and Kochenderfer-Ladd 2017). However, even when examining students in 
the same grade range, research has been inconsistent. For instance, one study 
that followed children from grade three through grade six identified three 
distinct trajectories, while another that followed students over the same 
grades identified five trajectories (see Ladd, Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-Ladd 
2017). Research by Ladd, Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2017) is one of the 
few studies to follow the same group of students from kindergarten through 
grade twelve. The authors reported that the percentage of severe victims 
declined nearly every year of the study, while moderate victimization 
increased slightly from kindergarten through grade three and dropped off 
markedly from grade six to grade seven. Contrary to many other studies, this 
study did not find that victimization increased across school transitions (i.e., 
elementary to middle school or middle school to high school).
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Ladd, Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2017) noted, “as of yet, no theory 
speaks to developmental vicissitudes in peer victimization” (837). The authors 
offered several possibilities, including “changes in children’s maturity (e.g., 
growth in moral reasoning, perspective taking, empathy, etc.), social environ-
ments (e.g., movement toward selective peer environments, peer niche seeking 
at later grade levels), and socialization processes (e.g., increasing sanctions 
against bullying and aggression)” (837). It may also be that there is increasing 
equity in peer structures over time and that youth learn how to avoid their 
aggressors and develop advanced cognitive skills and a more sophisticated 
sense of identity (Troop-Gordon 2017). Ladd, Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-
Ladd (2017) also noted that two victim classes experienced moderate to high 
victimization that practically ceased by high school, and these groups warrant 
further study because they could provide clues as to how to reduce victimiza-
tion because some children may “possess certain psychological or social 
resources that allow them to overcome early victimization experiences” (837).

A more age-limited study of more than three thousand Australian stu-
dents in grades eight through twelve reported involvement in any bullying 
role in grade seven greatly increased the chances of becoming a victim in high 
school (Skrzypiec et al. 2018). It also found that new victims emerged 
throughout high school. Skrzypiec et al. (2018) offered some hypotheses 
about this pattern. It may be that relational aggression increases during high 
school as popularity becomes more salient or that sexual harassment increases 
as students mature. The study also found that the bully-victim role became 
more prevalent through the high school years, perhaps due to either social 
modeling (victims began to bully others as they had been bullied) or because 
bullying perpetrators “became victims of bullying as the limitations of their 
self-regulatory and emotional capabilities were manifested” (575).

Researchers have also examined victimization trajectories for different 
groups of students, such as those of sexual minority youth (Sterzing et al. 
2018). Further research is needed to determine if and how trajectories are 
different for students in specific identified groups versus students overall.

Coping and Internalizing and Externalizing Behaviors Randa, Reyns, and 
Nobles (2019) analyzed a nationally representative US sample of more than 
thirty-five hundred youth and found among students in the persistent vic-
timization group “a greater proportion of individuals experiencing fear of 
future victimization, . . . avoiding places at school, and . . . reporting carrying 
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a weapon for protection” (409). Research by Erath, Kaeppler, and Tu (2019) 
suggests that there may be differences in coping strategies according to both 
developmental period and context, such as school transition. Studies have 
shown that children and adolescents can “recover” once victimization ends; 
for instance, academic performance can rebound (Bowes et al. 2013; Ladd, 
Ettekal, and Kochenderfer-Ladd 2017).

Developmental Aspects of Bullying Perpetration. Research has shown that 
bullying perpetration is less common than victimization. Most studies have 
shown that bullying behaviors increase during middle school and also before 
and during transition between schools (see discussion in Merrin et al. 2018). 
Research suggests forms of peer aggression, including bullying and homo-
phobic teasing, are related to the formation and maintenance of peer net-
works. A longitudinal study of 190 middle school students in Illinois “found 
evidence that youth were influenced by their friends’ homophobic teasing 
behaviors and over time adopted similar behaviors of their friends” (Merrin 
et al. 2018, 613). The authors concluded that prevention efforts ought to target 
the dynamics of peer groups as well as individual behaviors.

Continuity, Desistance, and Noninvolvement Just as with victimization, 
researchers have identified various subtypes of perpetrator trajectories. For 
instance, one study followed 871 Canadian children over seven years, starting 
when students were ten to twelve years old (Pepler et al. 2008). Pepler et al. 
(2008) reported four distinct developmental trajectories based on whether 
bullying occurred, and if it did, how frequent it was and whether it desisted. 
Another study tracked students only through high school and found that the 
total percentage of perpetrators did not change over time but that new per-
petrators emerged year to year and old ones either desisted or became bully-
victims or victims (Skrzypiec et al. 2018). The authors did not collect data 
designed to answer the question why students begin or stop bullying in high 
school and suggested “longitudinal studies with measures of social compe-
tence, popularity and different forms of peer aggression (e.g., physical and 
relational) would enlighten our understanding of this complex issue” 
(Skrzypiec et al. 2018, 574).

Risk and Protective Factors Pepler et al. (2008) found “adolescents who 
were at high risk on moral disengagement and on physical aggression were 16 
times more likely to be in the high-bullying group than the never [having 
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bullied] group. Those who were at high risk on relational aggression were 10.5 
times more likely to be in the high-bullying trajectory group than the never 
group” (334). Similarly, students who reported problems in relationships with 
their parents were two to four times more likely to be in the high-bullying 
group, and the risk was three to six times higher for students reporting prob-
lems with peers. However, the study did not attempt to explicate the poten-
tial cause and effect pathways. It is possible that relationship difficulties (poor 
social bonds) cause bullying. However, it could also be that problematic rela-
tionships lead to bullying or that aggression leads to both parental relation-
ship problems and peer bullying.

Relationship to Trajectories of Externalizing Behaviors As discussed 
above and in previous chapters, bullying behaviors in childhood and adoles-
cence have been linked to a variety of externalizing behaviors (EB; e.g., drug 
use, delinquency), even into adulthood. However, few studies have investi-
gated whether specific trajectories of bullying make EB more or less likely. 
One hypothesis is that the earlier bullying begins and the more intense it is, 
the higher the level of EB. Lee, Liu, and Watson (2016) analyzed data from a 
sample of 440 mother-child dyads in Springfield, Massachusetts, and found 
four different trajectories: the noninvolved, early desisters, late onsetters, and 
persisters. They found (unsurprisingly) that the noninvolved had the lowest 
levels of EB and the persisters had the highest level. They also reported that 
the early desisters showed little increase in EB, supporting the “cessation 
effect” or “recovery effect,” while the late onsetters showed a greater increase, 
suggesting an “onset effect” (2790–91). The authors noted that prior research 
had shown that childhood bullying was related to later EB in adolescence 
and adulthood; however, much of that research had not distinguished among 
various trajectories, including early desistance. This finding has important 
implications for prevention, suggesting that early intervention can reduce 
later EB in children and adolescents, and thus theoretically in adults as well.

A  S O C I A L - E C O L O G I C A L  A P P R O A C H

The final integrated theory we address in this chapter is a social-ecological 
model originally developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) as a bioecological 
theory. Bronfenbrenner’s model includes six dimensions (see figure 3). Five of 
these dimensions are levels of analysis, while the sixth dimension represents 
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the influence of time. The five levels of analysis include the individual/intra-
personal, interpersonal, organizational/institutional, community, and soci-
etal (see Hayes, O’Toole, and Halpenny 2017).

The individual/intrapersonal level addresses characteristics, identities, 
and other aspects of individuals, such as sex, age, health, and race/ethnicity. 
Factors operating at the interpersonal level include aspects of an individu-
al’s immediate relationships, such as interactions within primary social 
groups, such as the family, coworkers, and peer networks. In the bullying 
literature, Espelage (2014) and others refer to this as the microsystem, which 
represents “structures or locations where children have direct contact,” 
including “peers, family, community, and schools” (258). The organiza-
tional/institutional level addresses interconnections between two or more 
settings. This would include the interactive effects of family and coworkers 
or friendship networks and schools. In the bullying literature this represents 

Societal factors
(macrosystem)

Organizational/
institutional factors

(mesosystem)

Interpersonal processes
and primary social groups

(microsystem)

Individual/
intrapersonal factors

Community factors
(exosystem)

Time

F I G U R E 3 .  An adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model.



I N T E g R A T I O N I S T ,  L I F E  C O U R S E ,  A N d  d E V E L O P M E N T A L  T h E O R I E S  •  153

the mesosystem and might include the effects of “parental involvement in 
their child’s school” (Espelage 2014, 258). Community-level factors are 
often less visible and represent more distant influences on the individual, 
including settings that influence the individual but in which the individual 
does not directly participate. This might include policy-making bodies, insti-
tutional management structures, informal social networks, social and mass 
media, and neighborhood conditions. As Espelage (2014) explains, this exo-
system “is the social context with which the child does not have direct con-
tact, but which affects him or her indirectly through the microsystem” (258). 
Finally, the societal level includes cultural and structural factors, such as 
sociocultural belief systems, cultural attitudes, and public policy. This mac-
rosystem “is commonly regarded as a cultural blueprint, which may deter-
mine the social structures and activities in the various levels” (Espelage 2014, 
258). The sixth dimension, which Bronfenbrenner referred to as the chrono-
sphere, refers to the impact of sociohistorical conditions and time. As illus-
trated in figure 3, this dimension of the model operates across the other five 
levels. For instance, at the individual level, time might emerge as a considera-
tion of the influence of age on behavior, while at the societal level time might 
emerge as a consideration of the influence of the current rise in overt (white) 
nationalism in the United States and the global West in relation to the crimi-
nalization of immigrants and refugees. As Espelage (2014) explains, the 
chronosystem “includes consistency or change (e.g., historical or life events) 
of the individual and the environment over the life course (e.g., changes in 
family structure through divorce, displacement, or death)” (258).

As a form of theory integration, this social-ecological framework has gar-
nered significant attention within the bullying literature (see, for instance, 
Hong and Espelage 2012) and has been applied and tested by a number of 
bullying scholars who draw on constructs from multiple theories and ground 
them in the six levels described above. For instance, Hong et al. (2016) con-
ducted a study to test the social-ecological model in which they analyzed data 
from “7,533 adolescents in grades 6–10 in public and private schools in the 
United States” collected through “the 2005 to 2006 Health Behavior in 
School-Aged Children (HBSC) study” (643). They included multiple meas-
ures of individual-level factors, family context, friend/peer context, and 
school context. Using a series of statistical models, Hong et al. (2016) “evalu-
ated the unique effects of a wider social-ecological context after controlling 
for more proximal contextual effects” (647). These researchers concluded that 
“there are important similarities and differences across these contexts in their 
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association with victimization and that those relationships are similar or 
different depending on whether victimization is face-to-face or taking place 
in cyberspace” (653–54). More specifically, Hong et al. found that “parents 
are important contributors to the development of their children’s peer rela-
tions . . . [and] . . . adolescents who report parental monitoring and peer 
groups accepted by parents are at a lower risk of face-to-face bullying” (654) 
and cyberbullying victimization. This was also the case for school context, as 
measured in this study. However, friend/peer context had differing effects for 
face-to-face victimization than cyberbullying victimization, decreasing the 
likelihood of the former but not the latter.

Lee (2011) also conducted an analysis of bullying behaviors among 485 
middle school students in a single school district in a southern US state, with 
an explicit focus on Bronfenbrenner’s social-ecological model. Lee found that 
“individual traits, particularly individual tendency for aggression and fun 
seeking, have the most important influence on bullying behaviors” (1685), 
which is consistent with self-control theory. Lee also found indirect effects 
of individual tendency for aggression and fun seeking, noting that “indi-
vidual tendency has a direct and strong influence on bullying behaviors, but 
it also influences peer interactions, which influences school climate. School 
climate, in turn, influences bullying behaviors” (1685). This finding points to 
the importance of conducting analyses that can identify the interactive 
effects of variables operating at different levels of influence.

In another study, Lee collaborated with Song (2012) to conduct a similar 
test of this social-ecological theoretical framework among a sample of 1,238 
South Korean middle school students, using a randomized multistage cluster 
sampling model. Lee and Song were interested in the effects of individual 
traits, family interactions, school climate, and parental involvement on rela-
tional, verbal, and physical bullying perpetration. Similar to Lee’s (2011) 
study, Lee and Song (2012) found that “individual traits have the most 
important influence on bullying behaviors” (2449). They also found “no 
direct relationship between family interactions and bullying at school” 
(2456) but did note that “family interactions is negatively related to the indi-
vidual traits, indicating that negative experiences in the family (e.g., authori-
tarian parenting, witnessing domestic abuse, etc.) would decrease the nega-
tive individual traits” (2457). Lee and Song also found that “the more negative 
individual traits children have, the more bullying behaviors they commit, 
and the more their parents would contact teachers and friends at schools” 
(2457). Finally, applying a social-ecological lens, Lee and Song concluded that 
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factors operating at different levels interact in ways that make bullying more 
or less likely, including that “parental involvement with teachers, peers, and 
school boards would influence formation of more positive and academic 
environments in schools, resulting in reduced bullying behaviors within 
schools” (2458).

Mann et al. (2015) conducted a similar analysis using data from the 2009 
Youth in Iceland survey, which included a sample of 7,084 ninth- and tenth-
grade students enrolled in 140 of the 146 secondary schools in Iceland. Mann 
et al. looked at the influence of parental, school, peer group, and community 
factors on both bullying perpetration and victimization. These researchers 
found that “higher levels of community and family connection, closure 
[defined as intergenerational connections between adults and youth in com-
munity], and support reduced the odds of young people choosing group bul-
lying behaviors and experiencing victimization” (481). They also found that 
the magnitude of these relationships increased as the odds of group bullying 
and victimization increased. Moreover, Mann et al. found that peer connec-
tions were negatively associated with bullying behavior, while peer support 
served as a protective factor for those experiencing victimization (482).

While each of these studies evaluated the degree to which factors operat-
ing at different levels of the social-ecological model influence bullying  
perpetration and victimization, other researchers have employed the social-
ecological model to specifically explore the power element of bullying. Similar 
to those who adopt a critical criminological theoretical lens to explore power 
differentials, these researchers use the social-ecological model to identify how 
dynamics of power at the mesosystemic and macrosystemic levels interact 
with the individual and microsystem to influence bullying perpetration and 
victimization experiences. Schumann, Craig, and Rosu (2014) conducted a 
study with two main objectives: “(a) to investigate the extent to which indi-
vidual characteristics predict bullying victimization and (b) to examine the 
extent to which the built social characteristics of the community are associ-
ated with bullying victimization” (850). They utilized data from 17,777 stu-
dents in grades six to ten collected as part of the 2009–2010 Health Behavior 
in School-aged Children Survey in Canada to measure individual character-
istics and geographical information systems (GIS) data covering a five- 
kilometer buffer around each school to measure the built social environment 
(850). Their individual-level variables included age, gender, socioeconomic 
status (SES), social capital (i.e., involvement in clubs and organizations), rec-
reational opportunity (i.e., students’ perception of availability of recreational 
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spaces in their community), and collective efficacy (how students felt about 
the safety, cooperation, and trust that existed in their neighborhoods) (852). 
At the community level, Schumann and colleagues included measures of 
community SES, community-built social capital (i.e., counts of certain types 
of buildings in a five-kilometer buffer zone around the school), recreation (i.e., 
counts of community and shopping centers in a five-kilometer radius of the 
school), community stability (i.e., residential mobility, homeownership), and 
population density within a five-kilometer buffer of each school (852–53).

Consistent with other research we have discussed in this book, Schumann, 
Craig, and Rosu (2014) found that “individual factors such as age, gender, 
SES, and individual social inclusion factors such as individual social capital, 
recreation, and collective efficacy contribute to the power differential in bul-
lying” (857). Also consistent with research we discussed earlier in this book, 
they found that “relationships with others are another source of social power” 
and that “those with low collective efficacy were more likely to be victimized, 
either in person or electronically, than those with high collective efficacy” 
(857). They also found that “environmental factors have the potential to 
affect the power differential between individuals and influence the likeli-
hood of victimization” (857). They specifically noted that “the most impor-
tant community factor was increased recreational opportunities (access to 
shopping centers, community centers, etc.), which was related to decreased 
victimization” (857). These findings led Schumann, Craig, and Rosu to con-
clude that “supporting the social ecological theory, we found that both indi-
vidual sociodemographic and social inclusion factors along with community 
built environment factors affected the prevalence of victimization” but that 
the significance of community-built environment factors was limited (856).

Thornberg (2018) also applied the social-ecological model to understand 
how dynamics of power operating at multiple levels influence bullying experi-
ences. Thornberg specifically “adopts a social-ecological perspective on bully-
ing, which states that bullying has to be understood as a social phenomenon 
which is established and perpetuated over time as a result of the complex 
interplay between individual and contextual factors” (145). Thornberg focused 
on the microsystem, described as the “peer ecology in the school classes” (145), 
and the macro system, described as “cultural norms, social categories, power 
structures, and ideologies” (145). Interestingly, Thornberg adopted the “modi-
fied ecological model in which the social-ecological theory has been integrated 
with symbolic interactionism and the new sociology of childhood” (145). 
Through the conduct of ethnographic fieldwork in three public schools in 
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Throughout this book, we have included a Policy Box at the end of 
each chapter. Each of these Policy Boxes offered an opportunity to 
reflect on the implications of various criminological theories for pre-
vention and intervention efforts related to school bullying. In chapter 
1, you explored the efficacy of charging youth criminally for bullying-
related behaviors that result in death by suicide. In chapter 2, you con-
sidered the physical environment and whether changes to the design 
of schools might help to decrease school bullying. In chapter 3, you 
reflected on the moral, ethical, and instrumental implications of bio-
logically based interventions. In chapter 4, you debated the imposi-
tion of mandatory school uniforms and its implications for school 
climate and bullying. In chapter 5, you addressed bystander interven-
tion programs that also target school cultures and interactions among 
students, teachers, and staff. Finally, in chapter 6 you considered the 
utility of restorative responses to bullying that serve to challenge pre-
vailing cultural discourses and eliminate the disproportionate impact 
of exclusionary discipline policies on students of color and other mar-
ginalized students. After reflecting on your responses to the ques-
tions in each of the preceding Policy Boxes, consider the following:

1. What would an effective whole-school approach to bullying 
prevention look like?

 a.  What types of policies, programs, and practices would you 
recommend?

 b.  how would these policies, programs, and practices align with 
the six levels articulated in the social-ecological framework 
described in this chapter?

2. how would you go about evaluating the effectiveness of your 
whole-school approach?

 a. What would success look like?

 b. What types of data would you collect, from whom, and how?

3. how does your whole-school approach to prevention align with 
the various criminological theories discussed in this book?

 a. Which theories inform which aspects of your approach?

 b. What research evidence exists to support the elements of your 
approach?
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Sweden, Thornberg found a “huge overlap between bullying and discrimina-
tion” (155). In line with dominant critical criminological critiques, Thornberg 
concluded, “there is a widespread and predominant bully discourse deployed 
in school policy and practice in which bullying is conceptualized as caused by 
bullies’ and victims’ individual characteristics. This predominant discourse 
not only makes teachers and others blind to gender norms, heteronormativity, 
racism and a range of other oppressions taking place in bullying, but will fail 
to offer an appropriate knowledge base on how to counteract and reduce bul-
lying” (155). Similar to Schumann, Craig, and Rosu (2014), by adopting a 
social-ecological lens, Thornberg was able to identify the interplay of power 
dynamics across microsystems and macrosystems.

The Social-Ecological Model as Metatheory

Bronfenbrenner’s model can also be understood and applied as a metathe-
ory. As Williams and McShane (2010) noted, “metatheories tell us how to 
put unit theories together, or they specify the things that should be included 
in unit theories about a particular subject” (224). By this point, the astute 
reader is probably already thinking that the social-ecological model described 
here offers a holistic picture of how the various unit theories discussed 
throughout this book might fit together. As we mentioned in the introduc-
tion, the social-ecological framework served as a grounding for the presenta-
tion of these criminological theories as applied to school bullying. In the 
introduction to their 2004 edited book titled Bullying in American Schools: 
A Social-Ecological Perspective on Prevention and Intervention, Swearer and 
Espelage argue convincingly for a social-ecological approach to bullying, urg-
ing researchers to recognize that “bullying has to be understood across indi-
vidual, family, peer, school, and community contexts. Bullying and victimi-
zation are ecological phenomena that are established and perpetuated over 
time as the result of the complex interplay between inter- and intra-individ-
ual variables” (1). Thornberg (2015b) has similarly argued for “the necessity of 
dialogue between different theoretical perspectives and the inclusive poten-
tial of the social-ecological framework to create a meeting point of theories 
in order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of school bullying” 
(161). Since the publication of Swearer and Espelage’s edited volume, scholars 
have taken up this call, not only through the conduct of the research 
described above, but also by conducting numerous reviews of the bullying 
literature in order to show how existing research findings can be better 
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understood when placed within a social-ecological framework or metatheory 
(see, for instance, Hong et al. 2014; McGuckin and Minton 2014; Rose, 
Nickerson, and Stormont 2015; Swearer and Hymel 2015a).

The adoption of the social-ecological framework as a metatheory within the 
study of school bullying has led to a series of important insights. First, and as 
already alluded to, in order to understand more fully the complexity of human 
phenomena such as bullying perpetration and victimization, we must employ 
multiple theoretical perspectives that address different explanatory levels. This 
can be achieved through the development of integrated theories or through the 
consideration of findings from multiple studies, each grounded in a different 
unit theory. Second, as Swearer and Espelage (2004) point out, “assessment of 
[the] bullying phenomenon must utilize multiple methods of assessment, use 
multiple informants, and include assessments across contexts” (4). Whether 
this occurs within specific studies or through the combining of interrelated 
findings from multiple studies, bullying scholars will need to incorporate both 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies; collect data from students, teach-
ers, school staff, parents, community members, and others; and attend to dif-
fering spatial, geographic, sociocultural, political and other contexts within 
which school bullying occurs. Finally, in order to be effective in the long term, 
intervention and prevention efforts must attend to the individual, microsys-
tem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem.
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