anales de psicología, 2013, vol. 29, nº 2 (mayo), 413-425
http://dx.doi.org/10.6018/analesps.29.2.148251

© Copyright 2013: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Murcia. Murcia (España)
ISSN edición impresa: 0212-9728. ISSN edición web (http://revistas.um.es/analesps): 1695-2294

Theoretical proposals in bullying research: a review
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Abstract: Four decades of research into peer bullying have produced an
extensive body of knowledge. This work attempts to provide an integrative
theoretical framework, which includes the specific theories and observations. The main aim is to organize the available knowledge in order to guide
the development of effective interventions. To that end, several psychological theories are described that have been used and/or adapted with the aim
of understanding peer bullying. All of them, at different ecological levels
and different stages of the process, may describe it in terms of the relational
dynamics of power. It is concluded that research needs to take this integrative framework into account; that is to say to consider multi-causal and holistic approaches to bullying. For the intervention, regardless of the format
or the target population, the empowerment of the individuals, and the social awareness of the use and abuse of personal power are suggested.
Key words: Bullying; peer violence; theoretical framework; review.

Introduction
Peer harassment has always occurred, but over the last few
decades of the twentieth century there was an increased
amount of research due to the necessary changes in social attitude, as evidenced by a simple bibliometric analysis (Figure
1). Since then, an important body of knowledge has been
built up, making it possible to find exercises of meta-analysis
(Card & Hodges, 2008; Card, Stucky, Sawalami, & Little,
2008; Cook, Williams, War, Kim, & Sadek, 2010; among
others) and review (Salmivalli, 2010; Stassen, 2007; among
others) in recent literature. However, some myths about bullying, which need to be corrected, persist in our societies,
such as that it is "something normal", "makes you stronger"
or that the best option is "to ignore the bully" (Stassen,
2007) . Similarly, in science it is necessary to carry out a reflection which not only focuses on observations and results,
but also on the psychological theories that support or can
support them (e.g. Rigby, 2004; Sánchez, Ortega &
Menesini, 2012). Rarely, isolated theories or data can provide
the necessary framework with which it is possible not only
to understand a complex reality, but to change it. Thus, this
paper aims to summarize the theories that, implicitly or explicitly, underlie the most relevant and consistent observations about bullying, integrating them into a comprehensive
framework that can guide both the research and development of effective interventions. However, before starting
this work it is necessary to dwell briefly on the definition of
the phenomenon.
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Título: Propuestas teóricas en la investigación sobre acoso escolar: una revisión.
Resumen: Cuatro décadas de investigación sobre acoso entre iguales han
conseguido un extenso cuerpo de conocimientos. Este trabajo pretende
ofrecer un marco teórico integrador que incluya las teorías y observaciones
específicas realizadas hasta el momento. El objetivo es organizar los conocimientos disponibles para orientar en el desarrollo de investigaciones/intervenciones eficaces. Para ello se describen las diversas teorías psicológicas que se han utilizado y/o adaptado para comprender el acoso, en
relación a las variables más relevantes. Dichas teorías específicas, muestran
el acoso en diferentes niveles ecológicos y momentos del proceso, y pueden describirlo en términos de dinámicas relacionales de poder. Se concluye la necesidad de investigar teniendo en cuenta este marco teórico integrador, que considera la multicausalidad y la perspectiva holística del acoso.
En la intervención, cualquiera que sea su formato o población objetivo, se
sugiere procurar el empoderamiento de los individuos y la concienciación
social en cuanto al uso y el abuso del poder personal.
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Harassment situations were defined as those in which a
student is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions carried out by another student or group (Olweus,
1993). The starting point of current international research is
a more precise and relatively accepted definition of bullying,
which considers it as: a) a subtype of violence, physical
and/or psychological, that is intentional and systematic, and
not provoked by the victim, b) a relationship of dominion/submission, or asymmetric power relationship, characterized by an imbalance of power between the bully, who
abuses his power, and the victim, who cannot stop the aggressions (Carrera, DePalma, & Lameiras, 2011; Ombudsman, 2007; Salmivalli, 2010; Stassen, 2007). However, there
are three basic problems with this definition, which directly
affect the study of the incidence, and indirectly, the study of
the causes and consequences of harassment. These problems
are related to linguistic and cultural differences, the perception of the students, and the study of the different types of
aggression.
Figure 1. Evolution of bullying research.

Sources: PsycINFO (American Psychological Association Database), ERIC
(Educational Resources Information Center), and ASSIA (Applied Social
Sciences Index and Abstracts). Search terms: Bullying OR Peer victimization.
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Linguistic and Cultural Differences
The term "peer harassment" encompasses a broad and
complex reality, also known as school harassment, peer victimization, or bullying. The early research distinguished bullying behavior carried out by a group (mobbing) from that
produced by a single individual (bullying) (Olweus, 1993), a
distinction that today is ignored. Internationally, but not
without some controversy (see Carrera et al., 2011), the term
“bullying” now groups the studies on peer harassment or
victimization, as shown in databases such as the American
Psychological Association Database. However, the differing
terms that name this reality in different countries may be
considered as not only linguistic differences, but cultural, describing similar phenomena with a different incidence rate
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(Nansel et al., 2004) and local features (Carrera et al., 2011;
Lee, 2011).
Perceptions of Parents, Teachers and Students
Bullying, as identified by researchers, differs qualitatively and quantitatively- from that of parents, teachers and especially students, who tend to perceive a lower incidence rate, not to distinguish between forms or types of
aggression, and/or to exclude those types that are more indirect in nature (Carrera et al., 2011; Law, Shapka, Hymel,
Olso, & Waterhouse, 2012, Stassen, 2007). Therefore, the
first step in any intervention should be to inform and raise
awareness of the nature of bullying, placing particular emphasis on covert forms of aggression.

Table 1. Types of aggression in bullying depending on phenomenological criteria.

Possibilities of identifying the perpetrator
YES  Direct / Overt
NO  Indirect / Covert

Nature of
aggression
Physical

Hitting, pushing, shoving or throwing objects

Theft, concealment or destruction of properties

Verbal

Insults, threats, derogatory nicknames, blackmail ...

Spreading of malicious rumors or confidences, and
manipulation of social relationships

Non verbal / relational

Mocking gestures, postures, humiliating or
threatening, anonymous notes

Social exclusion, isolation, ignoring the other, rejection

Types of Aggression
From a phenomenological point of view, the aggressions
can be classified by following two criteria that give 6 types
(Table 1). The first relates to the nature of aggression, which
can be physical, verbal and/or relational. The second concerns the possibility of identifying the perpetrator, which establishes a continuum between direct or overt, and covert or
indirect aggressions.
It has been important to distinguish between types of
aggression, because it has made the covert forms of aggression visible. Regarding this, significant age and sex-related
differences have been observed which indicate that: a) physical aggressions are the least frequent and decrease with age,
while verbal and indirect aggressions are more common and
may increase or remain stable with age (as they depend on
social cognitive development) (Ombudsman, 2007; Cerezo
& Ato, 2010; Merrell, Buchanan, & Tran, 2006; Stassen,
2007); and b) boys tend to use more physical aggression than
girls, who use more indirect or relational forms of aggression
(Ombudsman, 2007; Hess & Hagen, 2006; Postigo, Gonzalez, Mateu, Ferrero, & Martorell, 2009; Stassen, 2007).
However, it is also true that physical and relational aggressions tend to take place together (Card et al., 2008), and
that their causes and specific correlates are not well known
yet. In addition, bullying literature often interchanges the
terms "indirect", "relational" and even "social" aggression,
which are similar but not the same, as some studies suggest
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(Archer & Coyne, 2005; Card et al., 2008; Merrell et al.,
2006). Finally, there are other current types of aggressions
that have not been included in this categorization, which
possibly encompass several categories, given their diffuse
limits and nature. These aggressions, included in the term
cyberbullying, occur outside the school, by using social networks (e.g. Facebook, Twitter or Tuenti) and any electronic device (mobile phone, email or Messenger, among others)
(Garaigordobil, 2011). Currently under increasing investigation, they seem to be similar to other traditional forms of
harassment, at least in terms of the personal characteristics
and stability of the roles involved and their consequences
(Aoyama, 2010; Law et al., 2012). Nevertheless, their incidence rate seems to be higher, while the influence of age and
sex seems to be lower (Aoyama, 2010; Garaigordobil, 2011;
Tokunaga, 2010).

Integrative Theoretical Model
Two broad theories and many more specific ones have been
used to study and intervene in peer harassment. They can be
grouped together. The two broad theoretical models which
have been applied to the study of bullying are: a) the contextual-ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1987), which sorts
almost every variable with an influence on bullying into increasing ecological levels of inclusiveness, and seems to provide an adequate explanation of harassment in different cultures (Lee, 2011); and b) the transactional model of devel-
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opment (Sameroff, 1987), which emphasizes the reciprocity
between personal and contextual factors in any developmental event, including peer bullying (Boulton, Smith, & Cowie,
2010; Gendron, Williams, & Guerra, 2011; Georgiu & Fanti,
2010). Integrating these two theoretical models makes it
possible to create a global framework in which every specific
theory can be dealt with (Figure 2). These specific theories
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explain the influence and interaction of different variables,
and can also be grouped according to their underlying process: restorative, developmental or group processes. The following sections summarize these theories and some of the
related variables, from the individual to the macrocontextual ecological level, taking into account the type of
underlying process.

Figure 2. Integrative theoretical framework for bullying.

Individual Differences
Most of the variance in the phenomenon of victimization
and harassment by peers appears to be due to individual differences (Lee, 2011; Salmivalli, 2010). The personal characteristics (and deficits) of victims and bullies has been one of
the most widely studied areas of bullying. These studies
point to two types of explanations: harassment derives from
restorative processes carried out by the victim and the bully
who has an aggressive personality, and/or harassment, like
other forms of social behavior, stems from a developmental
process of learning (Table 2).
Restorative Processes
Learned helplessness (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale,
1978) is the most widely used theory with which to explain
the reaction of the typical victim. This type of passive victim

responds submissively to violence, and exhibits mild assertive behavior and low levels of self-esteem and dominance
(Card & Hodges, 2008; Cook et al, 2010; Estevez, Martinez,
& Musitu, 2006; Olthof, Gossens, Vermande, Aleva, & van
der Meulen, 2011). Their greatest handicap when facing up
to the aggression lies in their isolation from the peer group
(Cerezo & Ato, 2010; Newman, Holden, & Nelville, 2005;
Salmivalli, 2010), and their lack of emotional regulation skills
(Sánchez et al., 2012). Submitted to the constant terror of
not knowing when, how or why the next attack will occur,
they tend to blame themselves, feel ashamed, develop feelings of hopelessness, and end up withdrawing from the
group that excluded them. Without social support, they can
only compensate for the direct effects of violence by surrendering control.
In contrast, the active victim responds to violence with violence, so that is also called provocative or aggressive victim, victimized aggressor, or bully-victim. The dynamics of this role is ex-
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plained by the frustration-aggression model (Dollard, Doob,
Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939; Tam & Taki, 2007), wherein
the effect of violence is compensated for by transferring the
arousal provoked by the insult or humiliation to other circumstances or against others, that is to say by bullying others. They show a combination of the behavior and charac-
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teristics of the passive victim and the bully (Card & Hodges,
2008; Cook et al, 2010; Unnever, 2005) and represent a minority, but high risk group, due to their personal characteristics, the severe psychological suffering, and the great likelihood of their being involved in bullying during various stages of their time at school (Burk et al., 2011).

Table 2. Processes and theories explaining the effects of individual variables on bullying.

Underlying process and specific theories
Restorative

Foundation [and related variables]

Learned helplessness (Abramson et al., 1978)

The passive victim compensates for the violence by surrendering control of it. [Assertiveness, Self-concept, Withdrawing, Shame, Internal attribution, Hopelessness]

Frustration-aggression model (Dollard et al.,
1939; Tam & Taki, 2007)

The active victim compensates for the actual or perceived insult by transferring violence to other contexts or against other persons. [Reactive aggression, Self-concept,
Impulsivity, Anxiety, Emotional regulation]

Shame management (Ahmed et al., 2001) and
restorative justice (Morrison, 2002)

The bullies compensate for the shame associated with their identity by projecting it onto the victim. The bullies justify the aggression by blaming the victim. [Self-concept,
Moral emotions: pride, shame]

Developmental
Theory of mind (Premack & Woodruff, 1978)
and moral disengagement mechanism
(Sánchez et al., 2012)

The bullies learn to use their inferences about the mental state of others in order to
damage them, with no feelings of shame or guilt, but instead pride and satisfaction.
[Moral emotions, Empathy, Social skills]

Social information processing (Crick & Dodge,
1994; Calvete & Orue, 2010) -SIP-

The bullies learn to attack in order to achieve their goals. [Proactive Aggression]
The active victims learn to attack to defend themselves against an actual or perceived
insult. [Reactive Aggression]

Social learning (Bandura, 1973)

Modeling of violence as a means of obtaining satisfaction. [Proactive Aggression]

As far as the bullies are concerned, it has been suggested
that they would try to obtain, through the dominion/submission relationship, the sense of proficiency they
lack in other areas or forms of behavior, which are considered as risk factors (Lam & Liu, 2007; Salmivalli, 2010; Stassen, 2007). For example, they can compensate for a low academic and family self-concept by building a good physical
and social self-concept that stems from aggression (Estevez,
Martinez, & Musitu, 2006; Laible, Carlo, & Roesch, 2004).
However, these processes fail to provide a full explanation
for their behavior, and there is adverse evidence for such a
causal relationship (Boulton et al., 2010).
Other restorative processes are proposed by the shame
management theory (Ahmed, Harris, Braithwaite &
Braithwaite, 2001), and restorative justice (Morrison, 2006),
which have been studied in different cultures. These theories
place the origins of the aggressions in the primitive moral
reasoning of the bully, who is not completely conscious of
the harm caused to the victim. From this reasoning, the bullies justify their aggression by projecting their own shame
onto the victim, which is considered as a moral emotion related to personal identity (Ahmed and Braithwaite, 2006).
From this theoretical context, it has been observed that bullies who learn to recognize their shame in a constructive
way, instead of projecting it, tend to desist from violence
(Ahmed, 2006). Moreover, this kind of explanation may be

anales de psicología, 2013, vol. 29, nº 2 (mayo)

related to group processes described by the social identity
theory (Tajfel, 1984) -which is explained below-, since identity and its related shame can be derived from membership of
a low prestige social group. Likewise, this theory agrees with
the socio-cognitive theories -which are outlined below- by
emphasizing the influence of moral emotions, such as
shame, on the bullying phenomenon.
Developmental processes
These processes and their related theories attempt to explain the aggressions of both the bully and the bully-victim,
considering them as forms of learned social behavior mediated by socio-cognitive processes. For example, the theory
of mind (Premack & Woodruff, 1978) highlights the role of
empathy, pointing out that empathy and bullying mutually
and negatively predict each other (Stavrinides, Georgiu, &
Theofanus, 2010). The bully and his followers have developed their theory of mind, inferential abilities or cognitive
empathy, but show deficits in moral and emotional aspects
of empathy (Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoé, 2007; Laible et
al., 2004). The result is morally disengaged behavior, so they
can imagine and predict the effects of the aggression but not
feel them with the victim (Ortega, Sánchez, & Menesini,
2002), make external and exculpatory attributions of causality (Avilés & Monjas, 2005), and experience feelings of pride
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rather than guilt or shame (Sánchez et al., 2012). It should be
noted here that there are gender differences in the content
of causal attributions, so that female victims are considered
more provocative, and the male, more cowardly (Postigo et
al., 2009).
The social information processing model (Crick &
Dodge, 1994) has distinguished between reactive and proactive
aggression. The first is in line with the frustration-aggression
model (Dollard et al., 1939) cited above, and describes
vengeful aggressions resulting from a misinterpretation of
social information, a perception of ambiguous signals as
threats, and attributions of hostility. This generates an intense emotion of anger that, in the absence of sufficient selfcontrol, gives rise to the aggression (Calvete & Orue, 2010).
In contrast, proactive aggression arises from social learning
processes (Bandura, 1973), that is from modeling the cognitive processing that emphasizes aggressive behavior as being
more effective than others, in which the individual feels less
competent. These aggressions are not provoked, but instrumental, intentional and deliberate, so they do not need elicitors, but are reinforced by the satisfaction (pride) (Calvete &

Orue, 2010). This type of aggression is learned, but from
whom? Answering this question involves analyzing other
ecological levels, because the individual differences fall short
of providing a full explanation of harassment.

Micro-system of bullying
The micro-system of bullying refers to the immediate contexts in which the child or adolescent is directly involved
(Figure 2). These contexts are mainly the family system,
whose influence is explained by developmental processes,
and the peer group, whose study refers to the notion of bullying as a group phenomenon (mobbing) (Table 3). However,
from this ecological level, bullying may also be explained in
terms of the interpersonal relationship (Garcia, 1997). This
description emphasizes the negotiation and complementation of the mental models of bully and victim, which refer to
the mental state, the self-concept and the characteristic style
of information processing.

Table 3. Processes and theories explaining the effects of micro-system variables on bullying.

Underlying process and specific theories

Foundation [and related variables]

Developmental: The family system
Social learning (Bandura, 1973)

The bully and the active victim learn to repeatedly use violence as instrumental behavior.
[Exposure to violence, Family climate, Parent-child relationship]

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1979)

The passive victims learn to be protected and not to protect themselves. The bully and the active victim learn that emotional relationships involve violence. [Attachment, Parenting styles]

Group: The peers
Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1984)-TIS-

Harassment is a way of obtaining, preserving or recovering a socially auspicious identity.
[Group standards, Prosocial behavior, Characteristics valued by peers, Popularity, Social reputation/status]

Social dominance theory (Sidanius,
1993) or resource control theory
(Hawley, 1999)

Harassment is a form of social control: The bully is the agent of control. [Dominance, Socioaffective structure and hierarchies of the peer group, Social goals]

Diffusion of responsibility and pluralistic ignorance

The presence of several witnesses inhibits behavior (albeit counter-attitudinal) by inferences
like "it must be ok because no one else is reacting" [Empathy, Self-efficacy, Attitudes and beliefs about bullying]

Developmental Processes: The family system
The theories that describe the influence the family has
on bullying are the social learning model (Bandura, 1973),
which would explain the modeling of violence and asymmetrical power relationships through exposure to them; and the
attachment theory (Bowlby, 1979), which would explain the
aggressions as a result of the development of an insecure or
ambivalent attachment. Although these issues have only
been the subject of limited study, some authors (Laible et al.,
2004; Unnever, 2005) have suggested that: a) the bullies’
families may exhibit a high degree of both conflict and exposure to violence, which favor the development of an

avoidant attachment, b) the victims’ families may have an
over-protective rearing style and exert great personal control, while c) the active victims refer to inconsistent parenting styles, and punitive, hostile or abusive treatment, leading
to the development of an anxious and insecure attachment.
In a more recent study, Arseneault, Bowes, and Shakoor
(2010) found evidence that does not support these conclusions, and suggest their influence may not be the same in all
situations. However, it has been observed that the parentchild relationship and the children’s involvement in the dynamics of bullying may influence each other over time
(Georgiu and Fanti, 2010).

anales de psicología, 2013, vol. 29, nº 2 (mayo)

418

Silvia Postigo

Group processes: The peers
Saying that bullying is a group phenomenon implies that
its motives are regarded as social rather than individual, that
the victim and the bully are not the only ones involved in the
phenomenon, that group norms influence the process, and
that harassment probably serves to organize the socioaffective group and the implicit power hierarchies (Rigby,
2004; Salmivalli, 2010). The processes that underlie these
dynamics are group-referred and belong to the field of social
psychology.
Two theories explain the function of bullying within and
for the group: the social identity theory -SIT-(Tajfel, 1984),
and the social dominance (Sidanius, 1993) or resource control theory (Hawley, 1999). Both consider the reactive and,
especially, the proactive aggression as an expression of a system of social values, and motivated by gaining social recognition and a powerful position within the peer group (Hawley, 2003; Salmivalli, Ojanen, Hampaa, & Pets, 2005). Both
may explain the imbalance of power that seems to spontaneously occur among peers and the existence of socially
prestigious bullies -because they successfully combine aggressive and prosocial behavior- (Salmivalli, 2010;
Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2007). Furthermore,
they explain the increase in aggressions during the periods in
which the hierarchy is uncertain, for example, the beginning
of the course, after the holidays, or the transition to another
educational level, among others (Olthof et al., 2011;
Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Powell, Brisson, Bender, Jenson, &
Forrest-Bank, 2011).
According to the SIT foundation, the aggressions are
part of a multifaceted process of social control (Farmer &
Xie, 2007). The members of a group are provided with a social identity, which may be positive or negative if compared
with other groups, and not only describes, but prescribes,
which forms of behavior are appropriate for them (Ojala
&Nesdale, 2004; Salmivalli, 2010). Group norms determine
how, in which situations and against whom aggressions are
allowed. Specifically, it was found that bullies would be motivated to commit aggressive acts either to safeguard their
social standing if they belong to a popular group, or to positively distinguish themselves from another rejected group
(Jones, Haslam, York, & Ryan, 2008; Nesdale, Milliner,
Duffy, & Griffiths, 2009; Ojala & Nesdale, 2004; Olthof &
Gossens, 2008). It is only when the social hierarchy is uncertain that those who have neither a high nor a low standing in
the social hierarchy, but only an average one, can become
aggressive, and the aggressions become more frequent and
widespread (Farmer & Xie, 2007; Pellegrini & Long, 2002).
The peer group has an even greater influence on bullying
than where other types of antisocial behavior are concerned
(Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003). The dynamics of the social roles can affect personal characteristics, such as selfconcept, not only defining it depending on the group membership, but also by altering the expectations generated by a
positive self-concept in the context of a positive or negative
anales de psicología, 2013, vol. 29, nº 2 (mayo)
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reputation among peers (Salmivalli et al., 2005). Likewise,
popularity and social adjustment may occur together with
aggression, increasing school disengagement trajectories
(Troop-Gordon, Visconti, & Kuntz, 2011). From the foundation of SIT applied to harassment, the existence of clusters of adolescents with a similar level of aggression (Farmer
& Xie, 2007; Jones et al., 2008), or with a similar level of
prosocial behavior is also inferred (Salmivalli, 2010). Thus,
friends can help protect each other from harassment when
friendships arise from motives of affiliation and encourage
empathy (Laible et al., 2004), or they can function as risk
factors when they are aggressors or victims (Güroglu, van
Lieshout, Haselager, & Scholte, 2007; Lam and Liu, 2007).
From an evolutionary perspective, the social dominance
theory (Sidanius, 1993) explains prejudice and aggression resulting from a natural human predisposition to create hierarchies, whose function is not to provide the individual with a
recognizable social identity, but to minimize social conflicts.
In this context, harassment is considered as a strategy to
gain mastery and control of social resources (Hawley, 1999,
2003), so the need to have a better social standing motivates
aggressive behavior (Buelga, Cava, & Musitu, 2011; Powell
et al., 2011). However, these variables seem to relate more to
male harassment than female (Postigo et al., 2009). This theoretical perspective suggests that the bully is just a social
control agent, and bullying minimizes social conflicts by focusing them on one or more individuals. As far as this is
concerned, it has been observed that the fewer the victims in
the group, the lower the level of overall aggressions, and the
group (including the bystanders) tends to place greater
blame on the victims for their own situation (Salmivalli,
2010).
Although the group as a whole does not directly attack
the victims, it is usually involved as it neither defends them
nor rejects the bully (Rigby, 2004). Likewise, there are group
factors that promote the “persecution” of difference, such
as group cohesion, a high degree of hierarchy, and a rigid
socio-affective structure (Carrera et al., 2011; Güroglu et al.,
2007; Olthof & Gossens, 2008). The social roles involved in
bullying can be described in a two-dimensional continuum:
bullying attitude (positive, negative, neutral or indifferent)
and behavior (involved or not involved) (Olweus, 2001).
Besides those of the bully and the victim, the most
commonly studied roles are the assistants and followers of
the bully, the victim defenders, and the uninvolved
(Salmivalli, 2010). However, what makes the witnesses assume each role? The roles of bully and victim appear to depend more on individual and macro-contextual factors (Lee,
2011), while the behavior of witnesses seems to be mainly
determined by the interaction between individual and group
factors. Thus, in her recent review of bullying as a group
phenomenon, Salmivalli (2010) notes that bystanders may
decide not to intervene guided by group processes of behavioral inhibition, known as "diffusion of responsibility" and
"pluralistic ignorance", which explains the behavioral dimension of the continuum, while the attitude dimension is ex-
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plained by developmental and socio-cognitive processes,
which are related to cognitive empathy and the theory of
mind, among other personal characteristics. However, given
the influence of both meso and macro-systems on the attitudes to violence, they should also be considered.

Meso and macro-system of bullying
The meso-system includes all the individual immediate contexts and the interactions between them (Figure 2). It is the
least commonly studied level in peer harassment, with the
exception of some school system variables, whose influence
is explained by restorative processes (Table 4). Although
there are no studies into the impact of the relationship between parents and teachers, it might be included here.

Table 4. Processes and theories explaining the effects of the meso and macro-system variables on bullying.

Underlying process and specific theories
Restorative: The school system
Defiance theory (Sherman, 1993)
Developmental: Mass media
Social learning (Bandura, 1973)

Group: Social norms and attitudes
Social identity theory -SIT- (Tajfel, 1984)

Foundation [and related variables]
Bullying as compensation for structural symbolic violence perceived
in social and school system, by constructing an identity that challenges
the rules. [School climate, Discipline management, Competitiveness]
Bullying as vicarious learning. Symbolic modeling of aggression.
Naturalization of violence and reproduction of hostile attitudes. [Competitiveness, Exposure to violence and hostile attitudes]
Bullying as a way to obtain, maintain or regain a positive social identity. [Prejudice: Discrimination behaviors and stereotypes, Social hierarchies, Social norms]

The macro-system includes the socio-cultural context in
which individuals and groups develop (Figure 2). Along with
individual differences, it seems to be the most influential factor in bullying and victimization (Lee, 2011). From this level,
bullying is explained as a developmental learning process,
which describes the effects of mass media (television, video
games, Internet), or a group process, described by the SIT
(Tajfel, 1984). The causes of bullying lie beyond the school,
the family or even the teen culture itself. They could be located in the wider society and the historical socio-cultural
differences between groups and their identities, as they are
defined by religion, ethnicity, social classes and the
sex/gender system, among others. Both types of processes
are linked and operate through the generation and transmission of social attitudes that validate aggressions and harassment as a form of social interaction.
Restorative Processes: The School System
The school may encourage risky situations when it gives
priority to competitiveness and academic success over individual concerns, and discipline is punitive and inconsistently
applied, because the students try to compensate for the negative school climate they perceive, displaying behavior
against the system -for example, assaulting others- (Cerezo
& Ato, 2010; Gendron et al., 2011; Stassen, 2007). The influence of such factors on bullying has been explained by
the theory of defiance (Sherman, 1993). This theory places
the causes of violence in the perception of a basic injustice
in the school code rules that motivates some children and
adolescents to challenge them. It clearly highlights the influence of structural symbolic violence which is implicit in the

social order, and in the school system, on individual aggressive behavior, as observed by Ttofi & Farrington (2008).
Reviewing previous correlational studies, Card and
Hodges (2008) provide indirect evidence to this theory and
conclude that both harassment and victimization are related
to low levels of school adjustment. However, bullying behavior is related to a lack of confidence in the school system
itself (Cunningham, 2007; Martinez-Ferrer, Murgui, Musitu,
& Monreal, 2008), while victimization is only associated to
academic failure (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). Furthermore, it was found that the school climate interacts with individual characteristics, such as self-esteem. If both are positive, the aggressions decrease, whereas a high self-esteem in
the context of a negative school climate may increase the incidence of bullying, especially in the case of active victims
(Cook et al., 2010, Gendron et al., 2011; Lee, 2011).
Developmental Processes: Modeling of Violence in
Mass Media
The influence of the mass media on bullying is explained
by developmental processes of social learning (Bandura,
1973). There is evidence that the recreation and glorification
of violence on television encourage indifference and desensitization, and generate hostile and aggressive attitudes that
mediate the effect of exposure to violence and the establishment of bullying dynamics (Coyne & Archer, 2005;
Kuntsche et al., 2006). According to these studies, the effects of exposure to violence differ according to the sociocultural context, the amount of violence, and the time spent
watching television. Violent video games seem to have the
same effect, although it is not the violence itself, but the de-
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gree of competitiveness involved, which increases aggression
in children and adolescents (Adachi & Willoughby, 2011).
However, for exposure to violent models to have a learning
effect, their behavior should also be associated with a reward, and this has not been empirically studied yet.
As to competitiveness, the differential influence of collectivist vs. individualistic societies has been studied, noticing that collectivist cultures are less likely than individualistic
to promote harassment (Lee, 2011). Presumably this is related to competition strategies inherent to the latter, but no
specific studies have been found to support this idea.
Group Processes: Social norms and attitudes about
the use of violence
The influence of the hostile feelings and attitudes among
different social groups on bullying is explained by the SIT
(Tajfel, 1984). For example, it has been observed that immigrant adolescents may suffer more victimization than natives, whether or not the harassment is related to ethnicity
(Ombudsman, 2007; Strohmeier, Spiel, & Gradinger, 2008).
And it is not only a matter of prejudice, which would justify
the aggression, but also depends on the bully’s perception of
personal power and social identity. When both are negative,
they are more likely to experience anxiety and hostility towards immigrants (increasing the likelihood of an aggression), to a greater degree than what is experienced under the
same circumstances towards natives (Azzam, Beaulie, &
Bugental, 2007). The underlying rule seems to state that "it is
permissible to attack the stranger or someone different from
me if I feel my identity and/or my personal power is threatened ". This kind of process could be extended to students
from other parts of the same country, another city, another
school or even another classroom, but no specific studies in
the context of bullying have been found. Furthermore, there
is evidence that both the level of harassment and victimization of immigrant students differ depending on the sociocultural context and their ethnic diversity (Vervoort, Scholte,
& Overbeek, 2010), highlighting the need to contextualize
the research into bullying, and to consider the linguistic differences as what they are, expressions of different cultures.
SIT can also explain other rules about the use of violence: those concerning the sex/gender system. The studies
focusing on this area are based on the basic and obvious
idea that our society is sexist and this matters, pointing out
some critical observations for research: a) the treatment of
sexual and homophobic harassment as a subtype of bullying,
whenever it is treated, may be disguising and minimizing this
behavior, b) the masculinization of the phenomenon neglects important analysis of the origins and consequences of
female violence, c) those variables related to sex and gender
that are under investigation, with very few exceptions, are
biologically based, and d) addressing bullying from a single,
reductionist and essentialist perspective, regardless of the
identity issues (social, ethnic, and gender, among others),
avoids questioning it in political terms, and criticizing the
anales de psicología, 2013, vol. 29, nº 2 (mayo)
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social order and the social use of violence (Brown, ChesneyLind, & Stein, 2007; Carrera et al., 2011; Felix & McMahon,
2006; Postigo et al., 2009; Rigby, 2004).
When looking closely at the influence of the sex/gender
system, sexism and the associated stereotypes, it has been
observed that bullying usually occurs between members of
the same sex and, when it crosses genders, it is generally
from boys towards girls (Felix & McMahon, 2006; Pellegrini
& Long, 2002; Rigby, 2004). The witnesses are more likely to
intervene in an assault if the victim and the bully are of the
same sex as them (Hawkins, Pepler , & Craig, 2001). There
is a positive relationship between high scores in Masculinity
and aggressive behavior in both sexes (Gini & Pozzoli, 2006,
Young & Sweating, 2004). Cognitive development in preschool predicts aggressive or disruptive behavior in boys,
while in girls it predicts prosocial behavior (Walker, 2005).
In turn, prosocial behavior predicts a high self-esteem in
girls, but not in boys (Laible et al., 2004); while a lack of empathy predicts aggression in boys, but not in girls (Gini et al.,
2007). Furthermore, bullying behavior may be less adaptive
for girls, since female bullies seem to suffer more, and to
exhibit less personal maladjustment and group acceptance
than male bullies (Postigo et al., 2009).
But perhaps the most interesting observation is that the
different forms of bullying follow gender norms, which are
known even by 7-year-old children (Giles & Heyman, 2005).
This has been related with the socio-affective resource competition proposed by the social dominance theory (Hawley,
1999). In this sense, it has been observed that boys overtly
bully other boys to be accepted by the most aggressive and
popular ones, trying to demonstrate competence and be
considered as masculine, and so ascend in the social hierarchy (Gini & Pozzoli, 2006; Olthof & Goosens, 2008). So
they also avoid any behavior that could be considered feminine, and victimization due to deviations from the gender
stereotype. Instead, girls tend to covertly attack other girls to
be accepted by the boys in general, and to preserve their social appeal based on femininity, because the use of direct violence is considered unacceptable (Hess & Hagen, 2006;
Olthof & Goosens, 2008). However, laboratory tests have
shown that the preference of girls and women for the covert
forms of aggression is not biological (Björkqvist, 2001), although it does seem to be favored by the fact that they exhibit a greater range of social skills than boys at the same age
(Postigo et al., 2009). The most comprehensive explanation
lies in the concept of differential socialization by gender,
since teens know that deviations from sexual stereotypes,
among others, make them more vulnerable to victimization
(Arseneault et al., 2010; Carrera et al. 2011; Young & Sweating, 2004). In fact, sexual preferences disappear when, instead of behavior in public, the private disposition to aggression is assessed (Nesdale et al., 2009; Tam & Taki, 2007).
This points to how the social context influences individual
behavior and highlights the close relationship between harassment, the sex/gender system and the foundation of the
SIT.
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Bullying Process and its Consequences
One more issue may be added to the problems involved in
the delimitation of the bullying phenomenon: the lack of any
studies of the process from a time perspective that go beyond the use of longitudinal methodologies. In this sense,
only generic descriptions of the stages of bullying (Leymann,
1996; Olweus, 1993), and a qualitative study from the bullies’
point of view (Lam & Liu, 2007) were found from the literature review carried out for this paper. According to these
studies, the bullying process is described below in four phases (Table 5).
Bullying requires a previous phase, a context in which its
occurrence is possible, probable and even profitable. At this
early stage, the social hierarchy of the group is not clearly established and the potential bully may explicitly reject vio-

lence (Farmer & Xie, 2007; Lam & Liu, 2007; Leymann,
1996). Harassment probably began with indiscriminate attacks, by means of which the bully assesses the individual reactions of potential victims, which may vary between assertiveness, avoidance, perplexity, submission or reactive aggression. These attacks usually begin after a critical incident,
or are based on a salient feature of the victims (Carrera et al.,
2011, Jones et al., 2008; Olweus, 1993), but what seems essential is to pervert the potential conflict in such a way that
it cannot be solved (Leymann, 1996). Thus, those who are
trapped in the conflict, responding to bullying with submission or anger, or those with the most fragile social support
network, are more likely to become victims; while others will
learn that it is better to bully than to be bullied (Lam & Liu,
2007; Newman et al., 2005).

Table 5. Phases of bullying.

Victim perspectivea
Previous

Bully perspectiveb
Rejection

Description
Critical incidents
Conflict perversion
The bully can still explicitly reject the harrassment

Latency

Starting point

The bully chooses a victim
The bully starts the aggressions, testing the power asymmetry
The victim responds submissively

Stigmatization

Perpetuation

Setting of the dominion/submission relationship
Role taking: the bully and the victim adopt their identities
Psychological harm

Consequences

Withdrawal

Severe/obvious harm: Adults intervene
The victim leaves the school
Depletion or end of the aggressions

a: Based on Leymann (1996). b: Based on Lam & Liu (2007)

Real harassment begins in the second phase, since the
aggressions are focusing on one or more subjects (Lam &
Liu, 2007; Olweus, 1993). With each aggression, the power
asymmetry between the bully and the victim becomes
stronger. If the victim seems to be an easy target for humiliation, this will come to justify harassment itself (Garcia,
1997; Lam & Liu, 2007), and the bully will feel "provoked"
by the victim (Avilés & Monjas, 2005). In the third phase,
the process is already established: both victim and bully have
adopted their identity, and the group recognizes them as
such (Jones et al., 2008; Lam & Liu, 2007). The stigmatization of the victim generates psychological damage that is not
always visible, as it is usually in the fourth and final phase
when the consequences of this demoralization process become clear and evident. The process ends when the victim
leaves the school, the bully gives up violence or simply
changes his/her victim (Lam & Liu, 2007; Leymann, 1996).
Furthermore, as proof of the complexity of bullying,
some consequences of these dynamics seem to be causes as
well. Specifically, reciprocal causal relationships between ad-

justment and self-concept problems and bullying behavior
have been observed (Boulton et al., 2010); as have relationships between the typical internalization problems of the victims (anxiety, depression and suicidal thoughts) and the victimization itself (Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch,
2010).

Discussion
Bullying is a subtype of circular violence, a phenomenon
that feeds on itself and, as stated in the definition (e.g. see
Vaillancourt et al., 2007), lies in the abuse of power. While
this article focuses on recent studies (especially review and
meta-analysis), chronologically, the study of peer harassment
has been expanding the focus from the individual to the
group and/or macro-contextual variables (although there are
exceptions). The present work summarizes specific theories
that have been applied to the comprehension of the phenomenon, ascending within this systemic order of inclusiveness, and taking into account the relationships between dif-
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ferent ecological levels. These theories underlie the most
consistent observations, so research can be guided by an integrative framework, which organizes the knowledge gained
and explains the variability observed in different cultural
contexts (Boulton et al., 2010; Gendron et al., 2011; Georgiu
& Fanti, 2010; Lee, 2011).
This integrative perspective suggests that, at different
levels, every specific theory is consistent and relevant to the
understanding of peer victimization. Thus, all show a common element which is the essential characteristic of bullying:
the establishment of hierarchical social relationships that,
taken to extremes, end in a dominion/submission relationship (Farmer & Xie, 2007; Olweus, 2001). The aggressions
(whether they are proactive or reactive, overt or covert) are a
struggle dynamic for power, a way to obtain or regain control and an auspicious social identity (Hawley, 1999; Jones et
al., 2008; Lam & Liu, 2007). Therefore, the only way to prevent bullying and treat its effects must be to empower the
children and adolescents. That is, make an effort for them to
be able to freely relate, feel, think, do and be, with guaranteed rights and duties.
The holistic approach to the use and abuse of personal
power implies taking into account all the ecological levels.
Thus, research will be able to assess the causal influences
both quantitatively and qualitatively, and study their relationships. In this sense, many endeavors have been carried out,
such as those studies focused on interaction between variables (e.g. Laible et al., 2004), the qualitative analysis of the
teenagers’ discourses on bullying (e.g. Lam & Liu, 2007), and
the reviews and meta-analysis of quantitative variables (e.g.
Card & Hodges, 2008; Cook et al., 2010). However, these
studies have not yet been integrated within a broader bullying framework that enables specific theories to be used as
links between different research and intervention areas.
To develop efficient interventions, some authors suggest
the research must assume multi-causality, putting together all
the pieces of the puzzle, and promote holistic and ecological
approaches (Carrera et al., 2011; Salmivalli, 2010). Nevertheless, whatever the intervention format (e.g. individual or
group), the core must be the concept of personal power.
Thus, the development of specific interventions is required
for targeted populations, whether they are defined by social
role, age, gender and/or the immigrant experience, since
power dynamics vary depending on these variables. Lastly,
certain parameters of the bullying process that affect the
power dynamics need to be defined, such as the phase and
the predominant type of aggression, among others.
Specifically, as Burk et al. (2011) suggest, it would be
useful to develop specific interventions for active victims,
especially at an early age, since they can already be involved
in bullying and continue for several years. It is also important not to forget the influence of the peer context, so
that focusing on empowering witnesses may be faster, more
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useful and more effective than dealing with bullies, followers
or their assistants (Salmivalli, 2010). Furthermore, there
should always be emphasis on considering the influence of
socio-cultural issues, the ethnic diversity of the group, and
the sex/gender system, since all of them shape both the
form and nature of the harassment, its causes and consequences (Postigo et al., 2009). As far as the latter is concerned, it would be useful to reverse the trend of bullying
masculinization, dealing with sex and gender beyond the restriction of their study as simple dichotomous biological variables (Brown et al., 2007; Carrera et al., 2011; Rigby, 2004;
Stassen, 2007). Finally, research has to focus on one of its
major gaps, that is to identify which theory (and variable/s)
is more relevant than another in every bullying process; so
that may facilitate the development of effective interventions. Likewise, it will be useful to delve deeper into the role
of mass media and technology, not only because of the influence they exert on the establishment of bullying dynamics
and the opportunities they provide for exposure to violence
and ways in which it can be used perversely, but especially
due to the possibilities they afford for both raising awareness
of bullying and reaching the adolescents.

Conclusions
This paper provides a relatively simple framework, both
broad and flexible, within which all the theories, factors and
actors involved in the bullying process may be included.
Currently, a great deal is known about this area, and we are
able to understand the process by which bullies and groups
come to abuse and moral "perversion", which is the essence
of harassment. We therefore believe that the integration of
theories and findings may be useful for future research. This
integrative approach may also be applied to the development
of interventions. Although the ecological levels cannot be
tackled all at once and do not all have the same relevance in
all cases, they must be taken into account both in research
and intervention. We believe that any intervention should be
able to provide tools and strategies with which to reach individual awareness of personal power and to use it (through
competition with oneself and not with another person) in
the construction of an auspicious social identity. However,
this effort requires changing the socio-cultural substrate that
carries the emergence of the bullying phenomenon. Therefore, whatever the format or targeted population of the intervention, it is necessary to focus on two main aspects: the
empowerment of individuals, and the raising of social consciousness concerning the use of personal power as a form
of self-knowledge and recognition of others, regardless of
their personal identity, ethnicity, gender or social status,
among other things.
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