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Abstract
We may think that bullying is a childish behaviour that is left behind on finishing school, or 
that universities and colleges are too cultured and intellectual as institutions to have room 
for such behaviour, but these hopes are far from the truth. The research evidence shows 
that bullying of all kinds is rife in higher education. Indeed, it seems likely that the peculiar 
nature of higher education actively encourages particular kinds of bullying. This article 
provides a review of the research on bullying in higher education, considering what this 
shows about its meaning, extent and nature, and reviews the issues that have been identified 
and possible solutions to them. It concludes that, while there is much that higher educa-
tion institutions need to do to respond effectively to bullying, revisiting their traditions and 
underlying purposes should support them in doing so.
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Introduction

It would be nice to think that bullying was a childish behaviour that we left behind on 
finishing school, or that universities and colleges were too cultured and intellectual as 
institutions to have room for such behaviour, but these hopes are far from the truth. Even 
though this topic has only attracted the attention of higher education researchers relatively 
recently, having picked it up from research into bullying in schools and workplaces, the 
research evidence shows that bullying of all kinds is rife in higher education. Indeed, it 
seems likely that the peculiar nature of higher education actively encourages particular 
kinds of bullying.

The purpose of this article is to explore and examine the research evidence to see what 
it reveals about the extent and nature of bullying in higher education, the wider issues that 
this raises, and the possible solutions that have been put forward, trialled and evaluated. 
The article aims to provide a synopsis of the state of play regarding bullying in higher edu-
cation at the time of writing – 2023 – which should prove useful to both future researchers 
and policy-makers in assessing whether and what progress has been made.
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As this article presents a systematic review of the research literature on bullying in 
higher education, it is not organised in a typical or conventional fashion. The next section 
outlines the methodological approach taken. It is followed by sections that consider the 
meaning of bullying, the particular context of higher education, the extent of bullying in 
higher education, and its varied nature. The issues and possible solutions raised in the lit-
erature are then discussed, before some conclusions are reached.

Methodology

Methodologically, the article makes use of the techniques of systematic review (Jesson 
et al., 2011; Tight, 2021; Torgerson, 2003), an approach that seeks to identify, analyse and 
synthesize all of the research that has been published on a particular topic – in this case, 
bullying in higher education. In practice, of course, some limits have to be set on the scope 
of a systematic review, most notably in terms of the language of publication (in this case 
confined to English), the date of publication and the accessibility of published articles (all 
available articles, books and other publications identified were examined).

Databases – Google Scholar, Scopus and Web of Science – were searched using key-
words – ‘bullying’, ‘higher education’, ‘university’, ‘college’ and related terms—to identify 
potentially relevant articles, books and reports that had been published on the topic. Those 
identified were then accessed (mostly through downloads) and examined, and retained for 
further analysis if they proved to be relevant. The reference lists in the articles and reports 
were checked for other potentially relevant sources to follow up that had not been initially 
identified.

These searches reveal an upswelling of interest in bullying in higher education over 
the last 20 years. For example, a search carried out on Scopus on 22/6/23 identified 698 
articles with the words ‘bullying’, ‘higher’ and ‘education’ in their titles, abstracts or key-
words, 48 of which had those three words in their titles, indicating a likely focus on the 
topic of interest. Similar searches using ‘bullying’ and ‘university’ identified 1361 (113) 
articles, while ‘bullying’ and ‘college’ found 593 (57) articles. This is a substantial and 
growing body of literature.

The interest in researching bullying in higher education, like the incidence of bullying, 
is also global in nature. While the focus on English language publications meant that the 
articles identified were mainly from English-speaking countries like Australia, Canada, the 
United Kingdom and the United States, articles were also found from researchers based 
in countries on all continents. Within Europe, researchers from Finland (e.g. Björklund 
et  al., 2010; Malik & Björkqvist, 2019; Meriläinen et  al., 2016; Oksanen et  al., 2022; 
Pörhölä et  al., 2020) and Greece (e.g. Giovaziolas & Malikiosi-Loizos, 2016; Kokkinos 
et  al., 2016; Spanou et  al., 2020) have shown a strong interest in the topic. Other coun-
tries where bullying in higher education has been the subject of research include China 
(Su et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2022), India (Kaur & Kaur, 2023; Sinha & Bondestam, 2022), 
Pakistan (Ahmed et al., 2022), South Africa (Badenhorst & Botha, 2022), Spain (Yubero 
et al., 2023), Turkey (Akbulut & Eristi, 2011) and the United Arab Emirates (Al-Damarki 
et al., 2022).

With so many publications focusing on bullying in higher education it is essential to be 
selective in choosing which ones to reference. In part this can be achieved by only referring 
to examples of the output of prolific authors, and by choosing representative or the most 
recently published articles on particular issues. Ultimately, however, the judgement on 
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which publications to reference was one of quality or significance; in some cases this was 
evidenced by the number of times a publication was cited by others, while in others it came 
down to personal judgement (helped, in problematic cases, by discussion with colleagues).

The analysis presented in the remainder of this article is based on the 74 key articles 
selected in this way, which are indicated by an asterisk (*) in the references list: 80% (59) 
of these have been published since 2015.

Meaning of Bullying

Like many key terms, there is no generally accepted definition of what bullying is. It makes 
sense, therefore, to examine a few of the definitions available to see what they include and 
how they differ. Here we will compare three definitions given by national organisations—
in the UK, Australia and the USA – with a keen interest in the topic.

In the UK, the Anti-Bullying Alliance defines bullying as ‘the repetitive, intentional 
hurting of one person or group by another person or group, where the relationship involves 
an imbalance of power. It can happen face to face or online’ (www. anti- bully ingal liance. 
org. uk). There are four key elements in this definition. Two of these, that bullying may 
involve individuals or groups, or may be face-to-face or online, seem highly pragmatic. 
However, the other two, that bullying is necessarily repetitive and intentional, and that it 
involves an imbalance of power, are questionable. Bullies may not, at least initially, know 
what they are doing, and one incident may be more than enough for those being bullied. 
And, as social scientists should be aware, power is not a simple, unidirectional force: those 
lower down the hierarchy may also bully those higher up.

From Australia, the National Centre Against Bullying offers a slightly longer 
explanation:

Bullying is an ongoing and deliberate misuse of power in relationships through 
repeated verbal, physical and/or social behaviour that intends to cause physical, 
social and/or psychological harm. It can involve an individual or a group misusing 
their power, or perceived power, over one or more persons who feel unable to stop 
it from happening. Bullying can happen in person or online, via various digital plat-
forms and devices and it can be obvious (overt) or hidden (covert). (www. ncab. org. 
au)

This definition usefully introduces a distinction between overt and covert bullying, and 
nuances the point about power by referring to perceived power. It does, though, repeat the 
assertion that bullying is always intentional or deliberate, as well as introducing the debat-
able point that the bullied are unable to do anything about it.

Taking a third example, the American Psychological Association defines bullying in the 
following way:

Bullying is a form of aggressive behavior in which someone intentionally and repeat-
edly causes another person injury or discomfort. Bullying can take the form of physi-
cal contact, words, or more subtle actions. The bullied individual typically has trou-
ble defending him or herself and does nothing to “cause” the bullying. Cyberbullying 
is verbally threatening or harassing behavior conducted through such electronic tech-
nology as cell phones, email, social media, or text messaging. (www. apa. org/ topics/ 
bully ing)

http://www.anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk
http://www.anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk
http://www.ncab.org.au
http://www.ncab.org.au
http://www.apa.org/topics/bullying
http://www.apa.org/topics/bullying
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This definition usefully relates bullying to other unpleasant practices, in this case 
aggression, harassment and threatening behaviour. Reading the literature more widely 
identifies a whole range of other cognate or more specialised practices, including hazing, 
incivility, intimidation, mobbing, stalking and victimization, as well as what is now termed 
cyberbullying (i.e. bullying online). Bullying may also shade into, or overlap with, other 
behaviours, such as banter and humour (Buglass et  al., 2021), or be labelled differently: 
e.g. as hostile and intimidating behaviour (Sheridan et al., 2023).

The American Psychological Association definition also gives attention to the bullied 
as well as the bully, suggesting that they bear no blame for the bullying (which might not 
always be the case) and that they have trouble defending themselves. There are, of course, 
many more definitions of bullying available, but the three used here adequately cover the 
main points and issues.

Drawing elements from these definitions together, then, presents a picture of bullying as 
unpleasant behaviour committed by an individual or group on another individual or group. 
The bullying may take a variety of forms, be face-to-face or online, overt or covert, one-
off or repetitive, and unintentional or deliberate. The bully may use whatever power they 
have to harass and intimidate the bullied. The bullied suffers physical, psychological and/or 
reputational damage, and finds it difficult to defend themselves.

Research into bullying in higher education clearly developed from research into bullying 
in schools (e.g. Alvarez-Garcia et al., 2015; Cretu & Morandau, 2022; Gaffney et al., 2019; 
Moyano & Sanchez-Fuentes, 2020; Zych et al., 2021) and workplaces (e.g. Bartlett & Bar-
tlett, 2011; Einarsen et al., 2020; Feijo et al., 2019; Hoel et al., 2001; Nielson & Einarsen, 
2018); which are both of longer standing, and where a number of systematic reviews have 
already been carried out. Indeed, part of the interest in bullying in higher education is in 
assessing whether it translates directly from the experience of bullying in school (for both 
the bullies and the bullied), and in examining whether higher education, as a particular 
kind of workplace, attracts particular bullying behaviours. We will address the latter next.

The Particular Context of Higher Education

Higher education is, indeed, a particular kind of workplace. This manifests itself in several 
interconnected ways. For a start, like most other workplaces, it is hierarchical, with dif-
ferent grades of academic and other staff. Yet it is also hierarchical beyond the employing 
institution, with academics operating within the networks of their disciplines and sub-dis-
ciplines, nationally and internationally. Academic staff have, therefore, split loyalties and 
responsibilities.

Within the intersecting hierarchies of institution and discipline there operates the prin-
ciple of ‘academic freedom’, albeit constrained by other expectations and responsibilities. 
In its ideal state, each academic member of staff is seen as having the freedom to determine 
what they teach and how they teach it, as well as what they research and how they research 
it. Of course, it rarely works quite like that in practice, particularly when it comes to teach-
ing, which is today a much more collective and large-scale activity, and constrained by the 
need to receive good evaluations and the recognition of professional bodies. Research often 
depends upon gaining specific funding, so is constrained by the funds available and the 
priorities of funding organisations.

Academic life and careers are also built upon competition. To build a successful aca-
demic career, each academic needs to get their name known, even if only within a relatively 
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small field: through conference presentations, through article and book publication, 
through successfully obtaining research grants. Each of these activities, as well as the gain-
ing of employment and promotion, involves peer review, when a small number of academic 
peers are asked to make an assessment of your worthiness (Tight, 2022).

Critique is at the heart of these activities, in what is effectively a zero-sum game (i.e. 
there are only so many posts, research grants and publication spots available at any one 
time). Academics may get their name known not so much for their own work but for their 
critique of others’ work, and what may be thought of as fair criticism by one academic 
may be interpreted as an effort to destroy their reputation (as bullying in other words) by 
another.

Certain academic relationships – notably that between a research student and their 
supervisor (Cheng & Leung, 2022; Grant, 2008), but also between junior and senior mem-
bers of academic staff working in the same area/topic – have traditionally been character-
ised as master/servant, or even master/slave. The dominant party – the supervisor or the 
senior academic – tells the junior party what to do and then assesses how well they have 
done it. Even today these may be strong power relationships, and may last for years.

However, at the level of the undergraduate student, where a similar kind of relationship 
would historically have been carried over from school, with students not allowed to chal-
lenge the academic judgements of their lecturers and professors, practices are changing. 
The increased privatisation of higher education, with students required to pay substantial 
fees, has led to a growing recognition of the student as a customer (indeed, the prime cus-
tomer), with all of the rights that customers have in other circumstances.

All of these structures, practices and assumptions, and the ways they are changing and 
adapting to accommodate contemporary policies and expectations, would seem to offer 
plentiful opportunities for different kinds of bullying to take place. In short, higher educa-
tion is a near perfect environment for bullying; yet, it is also a near perfect environment 
for the denial of bullying. Accusations of bullying may be dismissed as fair comment or 
‘the way we do things around here’, with the person(s) making the accusations themselves 
accused of bullying those they accuse by making unwarranted complaints.

For bullying is a matter of perception, and not just in higher education but more gener-
ally as well. So anyone who feels that they are being bullied and wishes to do something 
about it will have to engage with a process – of formal complaint, investigation and hope-
fully resolution – that will take time, be semi-public and effect their working relationships. 
Neither the bullied not the perceived bully are likely to come out of this process with their 
reputation enhanced.

Extent of Bullying in Higher Education

Many attempts have been made to estimate the extent of bullying in higher education. 
Focusing on staff, Keashly and Neuman (2013) give the following figures:

the estimated prevalence of bullying varies depending on the nature of the sample, 
the operationalization of the construct, the timeframe for experiences, and the coun-
try in which the research was conducted. The rates of bullying range from 18% to 
almost 68%, with several studies in the 25%-35% range. These rates seem relatively 
high when compared to those noted in the general population, which range from 
2%-5% in Scandinavian countries, 10%-20% in the UK, and 10%-14% in the United 
States. (pp. 10-11; see also Keashly & Neuman, 2010)
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These figures are, indeed, high, suggesting that most people working in higher educa-
tion should have direct – as bully, bullied or bystander (and many of us will, of course, 
have performed in two or more of these roles) – or indirect, through formal roles or rela-
tionships, experience of bullying. Indeed, the estimates are so high that we might speculate 
that, if you are working in higher education and are not being bullied, then you’re highly 
likely to be either doing the bullying (whether you recognise it or not) or at least aware that 
bullying is going on.

In a later work synthesizing the international survey evidence, Keashly (2019) confirms 
this interpretation:

Using the 12-month framework, approximately 25% of faculty will identify as being 
bullied. Adding in the witnessing data, the research suggests that 50–75% of faculty 
will have had some exposure to bullying in the prior 12 months. Extending the time-
frame to career, it appears that faculty who have no exposure are in the minority! 
Further, bullying of faculty is notable for its duration. There is also evidence that 
rates of bullying differ cross-nationally and institutionally, suggestive of sociocul-
tural influences. (p. 39)

Similar conclusions may be reached regarding non-academic staff working in higher 
education, though they have been much less studied. Thus, one American study of higher 
education administrators noted that: ‘Participants from 175 four-year colleges and universi-
ties were surveyed to reveal that 62% of higher education administrators had experienced 
or witnessed workplace bullying in the 18 months prior to the study’ (Hollis, 2015, p. 1).

The estimates for students also suggest that a significant minority are directly involved 
in bullying as bully or bullied. In the USA, Lund and Ross (2017) note that:

Prevalence estimates varied widely between studies, but on average about 20–25% 
of students reported noncyberbullying victimization during college and 10–15% 
reported cyberbullying victimization. Similarly, approximately 20% of students 
on average reported perpetrating noncyberbullying during college, with about 5% 
reporting cyber perpetration. (p. 348)

In a four-nation comparative study, Pörhölä et al (2020) draw particular attention to var-
iations in bullying rates amongst students and staff between countries:

The overall rates of bullying victimization and perpetration between students were 
the highest in Argentina, followed by the USA, Finland, and finally Estonia. How-
ever, victimization by university personnel was reported the most in Estonia, fol-
lowed by Argentina, the USA, and Finland. (p. 143)

We might also, though the data is mostly not available, expect that bullying rates would 
vary between disciplines and departments (Bjaalid et al., 2022), from institution to institu-
tion, and in terms of individuals’ demographic characteristics (age, class, gender, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, etc.).
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The Nature of Bullying in Higher Education

Most of the studies on bullying in higher education that have been identified relate to either 
bullying amongst academic staff or amongst students. There are a much more limited num-
ber of studies concerning bullying amongst professional, administrative or support staff in 
higher education. More recently, a related literature has grown on cyberbullying.

Bullying amongst academic staff is portrayed as being mainly obstructional or repu-
tational in nature: ‘Of all the types of bullying discussed in the literature, the behaviors 
most frequently cited in academia involve threats to professional status and isolating and 
obstructional behavior (i.e., thwarting the target’s ability to obtain important objectives)’ 
(Keashly & Neuman, 2010, p. 53). After all, (some) academics are regularly involved in 
making decisions that impact upon other academics; academic life is judgemental and dis-
criminatory. These decisions may relate to almost any aspect of academic life, from teach-
ing allocations and course responsibilities, to promotions, publication and research grants, 
to the seemingly mundane but critical issues of office space and car parking.

Bullying impacts on some groups of academics more than others; in particular, and 
unsurprisingly, on the marginalized: ‘academic culture facilitates the marginalization of 
particular social identity groups… this marginalization is a reason for higher rates of bully-
ing among gender, racial and ethnic, and sexual identity minorities in academe’ (Sallee & 
Diaz, 2013. p. 42). This impact is not, of course, confined to higher education.

Bullying amongst academic staff is also believed to be changing in nature, becoming 
somewhat more subtle as grievance and appeal procedures are overloaded with complaints:

a shift in negative higher education workplace behaviour is occurring. This change 
primarily results in the well-defined and identified practice of bullying being 
replaced with victims enduring the accumulated impact of acts of varied disrespect 
such as negative comments, under the breath comments, intentionally misinterpret-
ing instructions or spreading rumours, collectively known as incivility. (Heffernan & 
Bosetti, 2021, p. 1; see also Higgins, 2023)

The evidence shows that bullying appears to work both ways, bottom up as well as top 
down. Thus, deans, who oversee faculties or groups of departments and are a key part 
of higher education’s middle management, have been identified as particularly subject 
to bullying: ‘a majority of deans currently experience regular acts of bullying or incivil-
ity… Many deans believe that an inherent part of their role is that they will be bullied, 
and as such, part of their role is to deal with these actions’ (Heffernan & Bosetti, 2021, p. 
16). It might be expected, then, that heads of department would have a similar experience 
– bullied from above to meet institutional targets and from below by individual academics 
seeking to get their own way – but this does not appear to have been the direct object of 
research (yet).

One study that focused on the experience of support staff (i.e. non-academic staff) in 
one English university (Thomas, 2005) found that 19 of 42 respondents had experienced 
bullying within the last two years, whilst 17 had witnessed colleagues being bullied:

The top four bullying tactics ranked in frequency of reporting were undue pressure 
to reduce work, undermining of ability, shouting abuse, and withholding necessary 
information. When bullying occurred it was likely to be by a line manager. (p. 273)

From a North American context, where support staff are more usually termed profes-
sional staff, Fratzl and McKay (2013) make the point that they are ‘sandwiched between 
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students and academics who may display aggressive behavior in order to deal with 
threats and meet their needs’ (2013, p. 70). Given these added pressures, it is critical 
that such staff are well supported.

For students, bullying may most commonly be carried out by other students, but also 
by academic staff. Blizard (2019), however, shows that the opposite, student-on-staff 
bullying, is also common. The majority, 22, of her 36 staff respondents in a Canadian 
university reported that they had experienced cyberbullying by students.

In the Spanish context, Gómez-Galán et  al. (2021) identify the dominant form of 
student-on-student bullying as relational, as opposed to physical or verbal, and portray 
this as part of a continuing lifetime experience:

Relational victimization, which manifests itself through defamation, social exclu-
sion, or denigration, persists in the university environment. Moreover, it does so 
mainly because of a pattern of relational violence that is repeated from the com-
pulsory education stage… It constitutes what we call “the spiral of relational vio-
lence”—victimization which runs throughout the student’s life with psychological 
repercussions that can continue into adulthood, especially in the workplace. (p. 
10)

The experience of being bullied, and of being a bully, may be deeply ingrained and life-
long (Manrique et al., 2020).

In a comparative study of students in China and Germany, Lin et al (2020) looked at 
the roles of social support, resilience and self-efficacy in mediating between bullying 
behaviours and mental health: ‘It was found that in both countries, higher victimization 
frequency was associated with lower levels of social support, personal resilience, and self-
efficacy, which in turn predicted poorer mental health’ (p. 1). This is, of course, what you 
would expect.

As with academic staff, bullying amongst students is more often targeted at the less 
powerful and marginalized. Simpson and Cohen (2004) argue for the gendered nature of 
bullying, noting that ‘While sexual harassment is ‘overtly’ gendered, bullying also needs 
to be seen as a gendered activity — although at a different, and perhaps more deep-seated, 
level’ (p. 183). Faucher et al. (2019) confirm this pattern for cyber-bullying, while a recent 
systematic review carried out by Bondestam and Lundqvist (2020) found that, on average, 
one out of four female students reported sexual harassment.

A survey of students (n = 414) in one Australian university found that non-heterosexual 
students were much more likely (30% to 13%) to report bullying than heterosexual students 
(Davis et al., 2018). Homophobic and transphobic bullying of students is a concern in both 
face-to-face (Clark et al., 2022; Koehler & Copp, 2021; Rivers, 2016) and online (Pesci-
telli, 2019) settings.

There is also some evidence that students (and staff) working in particular disciplines, 
such as medicine (Björklund et al., 2020; Seabrook, 2004), are more likely to experience 
bullying. Such professional disciplines are clearly linked to particular kinds of workplaces, 
within which placements for training will be based. A greater incidence of bullying may 
also occur in particular kinds or levels of study; thus, the research student experience might 
seem to lend itself to staff-on-student bullying, but has been little researched from this per-
spective (Aziz, 2016).

Cyber-bullying in higher education is now being increasingly studied. In an interna-
tional collection, Faucher et al. (2019) report the incidence of cyberbullying amongst stu-
dents varying between 3% in Japan and 46% in Chile. They use the term ‘contra-power 
harassment’ to refer to cyberbullying of staff by students.
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Other, nationally focused, studies have noted the relationship between cyberbullying 
and victimisation in Turkey, with some victims later becoming bullies (Akbulut & Eristi, 
2011), identified psychological security, loneliness and age as predictors of cyberbullying 
in Saudi Arabia (Al Qudah et al., 2020), correlated cyberbullying with students’ belief in a 
just world in Germany (Donat et al., 2022), and linked the experience of cyberbullying to 
depression, anxiety, paranoia and suicidal feelings in the USA (Schenk & Fremouw, 2012).

Simmons et al. (2016) prefer the stronger term cyber-aggression to cyberbullying, and 
note its incidence among the members of American sororities and fraternities, where ‘rac-
ism is a theme that undergirds much of the online aggression’ (p. 108). Lee et al. (2022) 
examine the role of parental care and family support in moderating cyberbullying at an 
American university during the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown, when the vast majority of 
higher education provision went online.

Issues and Solutions

As well as examining the nature and extent of bullying in higher education, researchers 
have sought to better understand the issues it raises and to put forward possible solutions to 
it. One key issue that has attracted research is the relationship between bullying at school 
and bullying in higher education. Pörhölä (2016) reviews the evidence showing that both 
bullying and being bullied are fairly stable experiences throughout school, and then com-
monly continue into higher education, though the identities of the people being bullied and 
those doing the bullying may, of course, change. Young-Jones et al (2015) confirm these 
findings in the American context, and note its consequences:

students are susceptible to bullying after high school, and the effects can negatively 
impact college life, academic motivation, and educational outcomes. In addition, past 
victimization can cause academic difficulties for college students, even after the har-
assment has ceased. (p. 186)

Another key issue researched – turning the focus away from students and towards aca-
demics – has been the relation between bullying and the contemporary, neoliberal univer-
sity. Zabrodzka et al. (2011) report on the findings of a collective biography group of aca-
demics based in the Czech Republic, Iran and Australia. They concluded that ‘bullying 
is co-implicated in, and justified by, the alleged need for control and improvement of our 
performance’ (p. 717).

In a similar study, based in Sweden, Zawadski and Jensen (2020) present their findings 
from a co-authored analytic autoethnography, arguing that: ‘Academics in contemporary 
universities have been put under pressure by the dominance of neoliberal processes, such 
as profit maximization, aggressive competitiveness, individualism or self-interest, generat-
ing undignifying social behaviours, including bullying practices’ (p. 398).

Of course, academics are not the only workers finding themselves under increasing pres-
sure today. The particular nature of higher education can, however, serve to channel those 
pressures in a more aggressive, bullying, way.

Nelson and Lambert (2001) focus on how academic bullies get away with it, identify-
ing a series of neutralization or normalization techniques that deflect attention away from 
themselves and towards those they bully:

appropriation and inversion, in which accused bullies claim victim status for 
themselves; evidentiary solipsism, in which alleged bullies portray themselves as 
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uniquely capable of divining and defining the “true” meaning-structure of events; 
and emotional obfuscation, which takes the form of employing symbols and 
imagery that are chosen for their perceived ability to elicit an emotional response 
on the part of an academic audience. (p. 83)

With these kinds of tactics available, it would be little wonder if, in a sector of work 
where reputation is all important, most victims of bullying chose not to formally pursue 
grievances (but, of course, we don’t have this data).

Turning to the research on possible solutions to bullying in higher education, a sig-
nificant amount of attention has been devoted to examining institutional policies (e.g. 
Barratt-Pugh & Krestelica, 2019; Campbell, 2016; Harrison et al., 2020, 2022). Thus, in 
a relatively early, and small-scale, study conducted in an English further/higher educa-
tion college, Hughes (2001) focused on identifying examples of good practice for deal-
ing with bullying of students. He came up with an extensive list:

immediate action; good communication; informal discussions; mediation; giving 
a talk to a tutor group; trying not to use student nicknames; moving students to 
other teaching groups; choosing groups for students to work in; including students 
in groups which are excluding them; use of subtlety; putting complaints into writ-
ing; making students aware of their actions; and making students aware of the 
boundaries of acceptable behaviour (p. 12)

In a more recent study, Vaill et al., (2020; see also Vaill et al., 2023) examined the 
student anti-bullying policies of 39 Australian universities, concluding that: ‘The over-
all paucity of information and consistency, as well as the poor user-friendliness of many 
of the documents, highlights the need for changes to be made’ (p. 1262).

An American study focused on the bullying of staff examined 276 faculty codes of 
conduct in the context of the first amendment of the American constitution. This also 
concluded that current arrangements were far from satisfactory: ‘higher education insti-
tutions should change their Faculty Codes of Conduct so bullying is defined as a distinc-
tive form of harassment, provide faculty and staff clear communications regarding how 
to define bullying, and offer guidance for both targets and bystanders of workplace bul-
lying’ (Smith & Coel, 2018, p. 96).

After providing a psycho-social-organizational analysis of the problem of faculty-
on-faculty bullying in the USA, Twale (2018), like Hughes, comes up with a list of 
‘practical remedies’. Her list is, however, rather longer, covering a total of 20 bullet-
pointed pages (pp. 171–190). Her ‘practical remedies’ include suggestions for promot-
ing physical and psychological health and well-being; promoting social interaction, pro-
fessionalism and support; considering institutional obligations; providing institutionally 
sponsored training and development; giving attention to institutional values, beliefs and 
attitudes; and using administrative intervention strategies.

Bullying, and dealing with it effectively, is a complex and far-reaching business.

Conclusion

A number of general conclusions may be drawn from this review of research into bully-
ing in higher education.
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First, and most fundamentally, bullying is clearly a major problem in higher educa-
tion. It is extensive, continuing, complex and arguably endemic. It involves both stu-
dents and staff (academic and non-academic) and deserves much more attention.

Second, its complexity is increased by the varied dimensions in which higher educa-
tion staff and, to a lesser extent, students, operate. Thus, they not only work within a 
particular course, department, faculty and institution, but also practice their discipline 
or sub-discipline nationally and internationally. Given the global nature of the higher 
education enterprise, and the multicultural character of many universities and colleges, 
we may also add to this complexity the variations in national and sub-national cultures 
and assumptions.

Third, bullying is a very broad and inclusive term, which includes behaviours that 
are now more usually discussed in the more specialised languages of, for example, sex-
ism, racism, anti-semitism, homophobia or transphobia (i.e. affecting those who may 
feel particularly marginalised). To focus on these more specialised areas, however, risks 
ignoring the many, more commonplace types of bullying that take place, for example, 
between straight white men and/or straight white women.

Fourth, the role of perception in bullying has to be acknowledged. Just as the bullied 
have to recognise that they are being bullied for bullying to be identified, so the bullies 
may not realise that that is what they are doing until they are called out, and, even then, 
they may still not accept it for what it is. This also applies, of course, to those – indi-
viduals, departments, committees and institutions – called upon to rule on and resolve 
alleged instances of bullying. Naturally enough, this makes bullying so much more dif-
ficult to deal with.

Fifth, and finally, there is the question alluded to earlier in this article; namely, does 
higher education encourage particular kinds of bullying? Here, we need to acknowledge 
that universities and colleges are a particular kind of institution, to a considerable extent 
closed off from the outside world, within which other rules apply and high-stakes deci-
sions affecting individuals’ futures are routinely taken. When we add in the additional 
pressures imposed by managerialism and neoliberalism, it is little wonder that the scope 
for bullying is enhanced.

It would be nice to be able to draw out from all of this research some key lessons 
which we all might usefully learn, and which would go some significant way to resolv-
ing the issue of bullying in higher education. But, of course, it is not that simple. Some 
of the key lessons to be learnt have just been summarised, and, as indicated, many insti-
tutions and individuals have set out recommendations for improving practice. And, yet, 
bullying remains rife in higher education across the globe.

Perhaps, instead, we also need to re-emphasise the cultural and intellectual tra-
ditions of higher education. As well as clamping down hard on all kinds of bullying, 
higher education institutions could usefully stress their expansive and liberatory func-
tions. These include encouraging and supporting learning in all areas and on all topics; 
extending a warm welcome to all who can benefit from their provision and resources; 
and bringing people together to cooperate in expanding knowledge and understanding.

The university is a great institution, and one of the longest lasting that humans have 
created. While it has changed and expanded massively over the years, it still holds onto 
cherished ideas of, for example, intellectual freedom, fairness and scholarship. We need 
to strengthen these if we are to have any hope of overcoming bullying.
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