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COMMENTARY

Bullying and Peer Victimization at School:
Considerations and Future Directions

Stephen S. Leff
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This series of articles highlights many
important issues that researchers, educators,
and clinicians are grappling with in under-
standing and treating bullying and victimiza-
tion. For instance, these articles present infor-
mation on the comorbidities and trajectories of
different subgroups of bullies and victims,
highlight the important buffering role that pos-
itive adults and school personnel can play in
preventing the harmful effects of victimiza-
tion, and emphasize the importance of consid-
ering school contexts (e.g., playground, lunch-
room, classroom, and hallways) and subtypes
of bullying and victimization when consider-
ing the form and function of bullying prob-
lems. The three articles also provide a clear
direction for future research in this burgeoning
field. As such, they highlight the need for
comprehensive and multifaceted assessments
of bullying and victimization, and they speak
to the importance of using partnership-based

approaches in designing school- and commu-
nity-based programs to prevent bullying and
victimization. In this commentary, I will high-
light these points and several additional con-
siderations that these excellent research stud-
ies address. In doing so, I hope to help readers
better understand the ways in which research
can be linked to practice so that research stud-
ies in this area can impact school and commu-
nity prevention efforts to decrease the harmful
effects of bullying and victimization among
youth.

Current Status of Bullying and
Victimization Research

Our knowledge of bullying and victim-
ization was greatly enhanced by Dan Olweus’s
pioneering bully prevention efforts in the
1970s and 1980s. Since that time, research has
investigated the frequency, characteristics, and
comorbidities associated with both bullying
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and victimization behavior. For instance, re-
search suggests that bullies are often aggres-
sive, oppositional, and hostile towards their
peers, while also demonstrating academic dif-
ficulties and presenting challenges for their
teachers (see Leff, Power, & Goldstein, 2004).
Research examining victimization profiles
suggest that youth who are frequently victim-
ized by their peers are often more sad, anx-
ious, and withdrawn, and have lower self-
esteem than their peers, and they experience
increasing school maladjustment and avoid-
ance over time (see Kochenderfer & Ladd,
1996). In fact, the research literature often
implies that bullies and victims are quite dis-
tinct groups of children who uniformly expe-
rience a host of negative outcomes. However,
the current set of studies in School Psychology
Review is significant because these studies
move the field forward through their appreci-
ation of the complexity of peer bullying. For
instance, the article by Holt, Finkelhor, and
Kaufman Kantor (2007) helps readers to better
understand the challenges of children who are
both frequent bullies and victims (bully-victim
subgroup) and the multiple ways in which
youth can be victimized both at school and
within the broader family and/or community
context (Holt et al., 2007). The article by
Bradshaw, Sawyer, and O’Brennan (2007)
furthers the field by examining the differences
between student and staff perceptions and at-
titudes towards bullying and addresses the im-
plications of these findings for designing and
adapting bullying prevention efforts. Finally,
Davidson and Demaray (2007) empirically ad-
dress the way in which different forms of
social support may buffer the harmful effects
of bullying. Paying particular attention to the
ways in which social support from parents,
classmates, and school personnel can influ-
ence young children’s reactions to bullying is
an extremely important and needed area of
further investigation.

Given that a sizable number of youth
can be categorized as bully-victims (8% of the
sample in the Holt et al., 2007 study), it is
important that researchers and educators better
appreciate the complex comorbidities and
challenges that this group of youth experience.

For instance, bully-victims had the highest
rates of bullying and the highest rates of vic-
timization as compared to other bully/victim
subtypes and non-bully-victims. Most notable
in this study was that bully-victims experi-
enced high rates of non-peer-oriented forms of
victimization including child maltreatment,
sexual victimization, conventional crime, and
indirect victimization when compared to bul-
lies, victims, and non-bully-victims. This
speaks to the importance of not only recogniz-
ing the high-risk status of bully-victims, but
also suggests that assessment protocols in
school-based bullying interventions may ben-
efit by incorporating a broader assessment of
victimization beyond just peer-oriented forms
of victimization.

Although bullies have a number of neg-
ative comorbidities including high rates of vic-
timization (Holt et al., 2007), aggressors and
bullies also are sometimes viewed in a positive
and influential manner by their peers (see
Rose, Swenson, & Waller, 2004). There are
some suggestions in the literature that this may
be more often true of relational aggressors and
bullies (i.e., bullies that use social manipula-
tion to harm others by gossiping, threatening
to withdraw friendships, or using social exclu-
sion) than physical aggressors and bullies
(Rose et al., 2004). Bradshaw and colleagues
(2007) shed light on this important issue by
comparing staff and student perspectives on
peer bullies. For instance, staff perceived peer
bullies as being popular but also feared, and
students tended to dislike those who bullied
others. However, students at the middle school
and high school level also perceived bullies as
being quite popular. This raises important is-
sues in better understanding, assessing, and
treating peer bullies and aggressors. For in-
stance, if a youth is actually quite influential,
powerful, and/or popular by virtue of his or
her social or physical dominance, then inter-
vention efforts are more challenging because
strategies must address the clear social payoff
for the continued bullying behavior.

One of the important assumptions that
underlie much intervention research on bully-
ing and victimization is that social support can
help to ameliorate the harmful effects of peer
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victimization. Further, research has demon-
strated that having a social network can serve
as a powerful buffer against a host of negative
effects (Demaray & Malecki, 2003). However,
the Davidson and Demaray (2007) article
helps readers to understand that the impact of
social support varies depending upon a
youth’s gender, age, and prior experiences.
Thus, it is an important finding that girls, in
particular, seem to benefit from parental social
support in dampening the negative internaliz-
ing symptoms often associated with victimiza-
tion, whereas boys seem to benefit from
teacher, classmate, and school forms of social
support. The implication is that social support
mechanisms may work quite differently for
boys and girls, and that our intervention mod-
els need to take this into account. Further, the
finding that social support was not found to
buffer victimization from externalizing dis-
tress is also a powerful reminder that there can
be negative effects for grouping deviant
youths together in treatment (Dishion, Mc-
Cord, & Poulin, 1999). As such, intervention
efforts must carefully consider strategies for
countering these potential negative effects,
such as by including positive role models in
intervention efforts.

Directions for Bullying and
Victimization Research

The series of articles on bullying is also
helpful in suggesting several important ave-
nues of future research on peer bullying and
victimization, which are discussed in the fol-
lowing sections.

Consideration of Assessment Tools

The articles that appear in this issue of
School Psychology Review have implications
for the assessment of peer bullying and vic-
timization. For instance, there is a growing
recognition in the field that researchers and
educators need to assess bullying and victim-
ization through multiple methodologies (e.g.,
student self-report, teacher report, peer report,
observational methodologies; Espelage &
Swearer, 2003). Historically, self-reports have
been the most widely used method to deter-
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mine the prevalence of bullying and victim-
ization and to try and address the impact of
bullying prevention efforts (see Leff, Power,
et al., 2004). Although self-report methods are
extremely valuable in assessing one’s attitudes
and experiences of being bullied or victim-
ized, some have suggested that bullies may
underestimate their involvement in bullying
and victims may not wish to recall incidents of
victimization that may be upsetting for them
(see Leff, Power, et al., 2004). Teacher and
peer report methods are also commonly used
to assess the frequency of bullying and vic-
timization, to identify at-risk youth for inter-
ventions, and to assess intervention effects
over time (Leff, Kupersmidt, Patterson, &
Power, 1999). Despite having strong psycho-
metric properties across many investigations,
peer report methods typically require parental
permission and may be viewed as unaccept-
able by some schools and parents as students
are typically asked to rate or nominate their
classmates across different behavioral descrip-
tors. Teacher rating methods, some of which
are widely used and have demonstrated strong
psychometric properties, may provide an al-
ternative but may not be very sensitive to
bullying and victimization problems (Leff et
al., 1999). Consistent with this, Bradshaw and
colleagues (2007) found that school staff, in-
cluding teachers, grossly underestimate the
problem of peer bullying as compared to stu-
dent report. Finally, some have advocated for
the use of playground and lunchroom super-
visor measures, as these newer indices provide
school level data across important school con-
texts that can help to guide intervention plan-
ning (Leff, Power, Costigan, & Manz, 2003).
However, playground and lunchroom report
measures do not provide in-depth information
about particular at-risk children and therefore
are only helpful at an aggregate level. Given
the strengths and limitations of the most com-
monly used indices, it is important that re-
searchers and practitioners carefully consider
their goals when selecting measures, partner
with school staff to help guide assessment and
intervention planning, and seek to obtain input
from multiple sources whenever possible
(Leff, Power, et al., 2004).
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Using a Developmental Ecological
Systems Framework

Over the past 10-15 years there has
been an impetus to view bullying and victim-
ization from a developmental ecological sys-
tems framework based upon Bronfenbrenner’s
research (1986). This paradigm suggests that
children’s behavior is influenced by both their
individual characteristics, personality, or bio-
logical predisposition and their relationships
with influential others within their family,
school, neighborhood, and cultural context.
Using this perspective is essential in bullying
prevention and intervention planning (Es-
pelage & Swearer, 2003) so that programs not
only teach at-risk youth problem-solving, em-
pathy, and perspective-taking skills, but also
are maximally responsive to the needs of the
particular school, community, and cultural
contexts. One mechanism for achieving this is
by using a participatory action research (PAR)
framework to form partnerships between re-
searchers, educators, students, school staff,
and community members to enhance a
school’s capacity to promote health and pre-
vent bullying and victimization (Leff et al.,
2007; Leff, Costigan, & Power, 2004).

PAR approaches blend scientific meth-
ods and prior research with feedback from key
school and community stakeholders to help
ensure that resulting intervention efforts are
empirically grounded, based upon scientific
best practice and informed by the needs and
history of the local community (Leff, Costi-
gan, et al.,, 2004; Nastasi et al., 2000). The
PAR model relies upon the research team es-
tablishing a strong and trusting partnership
with diverse school and community stakehold-
ers. This can be especially challenging in ur-
ban, underresourced schools, in which school
staff and parents may have had negative prior
experiences with researchers or research stud-
ies (Fantuzzo, Coolahan, & Weiss, 1997).
Nevertheless, the partnership and the collabo-
rative relationship are extremely important to
establish as they provide the scaffolding on
which the intervention can be adapted, thereby
ensuring the ecological validity and potential
sustainability of the bullying prevention pro-

gram (Nastasi et al., 2000). The use of a PAR
approach allows one to take a whole school
and community-oriented approach to prevent
bullying as it encourages active collaboration
between researchers and all stakeholder
groups in selecting, adapting, implementing,
and evaluating the program. Although the use
of a PAR approach can be somewhat time-
consuming, it has the potential to enhance
school and community capacity over time.
Further, it is a culturally sensitive and respect-
ful approach to address some of the most
pressing issues facing today’s school system,
including bullying prevention and health
promotion.

There are two primary areas for which
we recommend the use of a participatory re-
search approach to address gaps in the existing
bullying prevention field. First, although there
are a number of programs for aggressors
and/or bullies, there are relatively few de-
signed specifically for the victims of peer ag-
gression. Even though some universal pro-
grams are appropriate for all students, includ-
ing victims, it is important that more effort be
devoted to develop interventions for peer vic-
tims. It will be necessary to take a broader
social-ecological approach in this effort to
help victims learn to be more assertive, to
express their feelings appropriately, and to
seek help at the appropriate times while also
working with school personnel and parents to
develop clear and consistent rules and conse-
quences for peer bullying. One promising, re-
cent example that has been specifically de-
signed for peer victims through a participatory
research process is the peer victimization in-
tervention (Varjas et al., 2006). In the peer
victimization intervention, the goals include
increasing victims’ problem-solving and cop-
ing skills and sense of belonging while also
improving school and community resources.
The second area where we recommend the use
of a PAR framework is in addressing the more
subtle forms of aggression, such as relational
aggression, that are most prevalent among
girls (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). There are
some promising initial relational aggression
intervention efforts (Harrist & Bradley, 2003;
Leadbeater, Hoglund, & Woods, 2003; Leff et
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al., 2007; Van Schoiack-Edstrom, Frey, & Be-
land, 2002), but clearly research regarding this
topic is in its early stages.

Final Considerations

One important consideration in conduct-
ing research related to bullying and victimiza-
tion is the issue of obtaining consent from
parents. Parental consent in research studies
can be active, such that signed parental per-
mission is required prior to a child being per-
mitted to participate, or it can be passive,
wherein parents are asked to return a form
only if they do not wish for their child to
participate. Institutional review boards and
many school districts now require active pa-
rental permission for most child-oriented re-
search studies, in part because parents’ rights
may be violated by passive consent procedures
(Esbensen et al., 1996). For instance, when
using passive consent procedures, the re-
searchers assume that the parent has no objec-
tion with their child’s participation in the
study if they do not hear back to the contrary.
Although this process may work in some
cases, there is also a possibility that a parent
has not been informed (e.g., the child loses the
consent form) or even that the parent does not
wish for their child to participate (e.g., the
form is never signed and/or returned to the
researcher) without the researcher being aware
of this. Although passive consent procedures
typically lead to higher participation rates than
active consent procedures, they may also in-
crease parent mistrust and skepticism with the
research process (Blom-Hoffman, Leff,
Beakley, Franko, & Power, 2007).

The three studies on this special topic all
used passive consent procedures. Although
this is quite understandable in the Bradshaw
and colleagues (2007) study given that their
needs assessment survey was conducted as
part of an extremely large school planning
initiative with over 15,000 students and would
therefore not have been feasible, the other two
studies may have benefited by using active
consent procedures. For instance, in the Holt
and colleagues study (2007), passive consent
procedures were used even though sensitive
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questions were asked related to suicidal ide-
ation and potential sexual abuse. Although the
study had institutional review board approval
and school adjustment counselors were
present for all questionnaire administrations,
and these trained individuals provided appro-
priate follow-up care for any high-risk re-
sponses, it is possible that school personnel
obtained sensitive information without full pa-
rental knowledge. For future research, we ad-
vocate for the use of multicomponent, partner-
ship-based strategies for informing parents of
research studies; encouraging strong commu-
nication between researchers, students, par-
ents, and teachers; and helping to ensure that
all parties understand the research study pro-
cedures (Blom-Hoffman et al., 2007). Al-
though time-consuming and potentially sub-
ject to lower parental permission rates, these
strategies help to build trust among research-
ers, school staff, and parents, and promote a
collaborative framework for conducting re-
search related to school bullying and
victimization.

A second important consideration stem-
ming from these excellent studies is the crucial
role that school psychologists can play in the
assessment and prevention of school bullying.
Although school psychologists have histori-
cally focused upon assessment and individual
treatment in the schools, there is an incredible
opportunity for school psychologists to func-
tion as prevention specialists to help schools
determine the appropriate assessment tools
and to guide intervention planning, implemen-
tation, and evaluation (Leff, Power, Manz,
Costigan, & Nabors, 2001). As part of this
role, school psychologists can help to foster
important partnerships among researchers,
students, school staff, and community mem-
bers to help ensure that bullying prevention
efforts are empirically based, developmentally
and culturally appropriate, and responsive to
the needs of the school and surrounding
communities.

Summary

The articles in this series are well con-
structed, thought provoking, and have mean-
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ingful implications for research on the topic of
school bullying. They raise important issues
that can help guide intervention planning,
while highlighting the complexity of this ex-
panding field. For instance, if a bully is viewed
as both powerful and potentially popular, then
our intervention efforts need to address this
challenging dynamic as there is a clear social
advantage for the bullying behavior to con-
tinue (Rose et al., 2004). Further, the fact that
Bradshaw and colleagues (2007) found that
school staff may underestimate the frequency
of peer victimization despite being very con-
cerned by these behaviors highlights the im-
portance of educating school personnel about
the different forms and functions of school
bullying. Given that students at times may not
appreciate the efforts teachers make to prevent
bullying and victimization, it is essential that
school staff members inform the student body
when and how they are attempting to address
these issues. Finally, with further development
of prevention and intervention programs in the
coming years, Davidson and Demaray’s
(2007) finding on the importance of parental
social support, especially for girls, should be
used to guide strategy design. As such, it will
be crucial to expand intervention efforts to
foster strong parental buy in and support.
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