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Abstract
This study aimed to investigate the process of disclosing bullying victimization from the former victims’ point of view. 
Twenty-three individuals with prior experience of victimization at school were interviewed. A grounded theory approach 
was used to analyze the data, which generated a grounded theory of help-seeking in victimization, comprising factors and 
conditions that influenced the willingness to ask for help when bullied. We concentrated on disclosure barriers and facilitators 
in a school context to identify important factors, which comprised type of peer harassment, type and form of initial attack, 
perception of available support at school, and perception of peer support. In terms of the practical implications of the present 
study, the identification of disclosure tendencies could provide a basis for developing school policies to facilitate disclosure.
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Introduction

Bullying is aggressive, goal-directed, and systematic behav-
ior that harms individual students within the context of a 
power imbalance (Olweus, 1993). Bullying is universal 
(Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Wójcik & 
Hełka, 2018), occurs in direct (physical, verbal, or material) 
and indirect forms (rumor spreading, gossiping, silent treat-
ment, destroying reputation, exclusion, or cyberbullying) 
(Pyżalski, 2012; Salmivalli, 2010), and is a stressful experi-
ence for children and adolescents, especially in the case of 
recurrent bullying over a long period (Espelage & Swearer, 
2004; Salmivalli, 2010, 2014; Tłuściak-Deliowska, 2017; 
Wójcik & Kozak, 2015). The costs are high and the effects 
far-reaching, both for victims and bullies. Victimization 
is associated with serious adjustment problems, including 
anxiety, depression, suicidal tendencies, social withdrawal, 
emotional dysregulation, low self-esteem, loneliness, school 
avoidance, poor academic results, peer rejection, and lack 
of friends (DeLara, 2016; Hodges & Perry, 1999; Wójcik & 
Flak, 2019). The impact of bullying can be felt throughout 

life, resulting in adult psychological problems, described 
by Thornberg et al. (2013) as lingering internal victimiza-
tion and after-effects of bullying. It is therefore important 
to identify why some bullied individuals are able to seek 
help effectively and avoid long-term victimization, while 
others decide not to disclose bullying, exposing themselves 
to its negative consequences (Thornberg, 2011; Wójcik & 
Mondry, 2020).

Certain students who are perceived to be weaker, less 
assertive, shy, or with characteristics seen as different may 
be particularly at risk of being harassed and bullied; nev-
ertheless, all children are likely to experience some form 
of harassment at some point. Whether they become stable, 
long-term victims and their victimization reaches the ulti-
mate stage with serious after-effects may depend on certain 
aspects of the school context (Wójcik & Mondry, 2020), 
the quality of social support and the way victims utilize it 
(Smith et al., 2001), and how victims cope with harassment 
and behave during bullying incidents.

The effectiveness of coping behavior depends on 
whether a bullied child uses problem-focused coping 
skills, such as telling bullies to stop, fighting back, and 
seeking help from friends or adults (Compas et al., 2001), 
or engages emotion-focused coping skills such as hiding, 
ignoring, or being nonchalant about the problem, crying, 
or running away (Olweus, 1993). Which coping strategy 
is used depends on the internal and external resources 
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available to the victimized child. Internal resources 
include intelligence, high self-esteem, physical strength, 
assertive personality, and high social skills, while external 
resources include social network and support, quality of 
friends, and the school context, including the existence of 
anti-bullying policies. Both sets of resources influence the 
likelihood of becoming a long-term victim (Thornberg, 
2011; Smith & Shu, 2000).

For most students, bullying lasts for a few weeks 
or a semester and ends through a “bullying exit” stage 
(Thornberg et al., 2013); however, for some, it extends 
over several years, even after changing schools (Juvonen 
et al., 2016; Smith & Shu, 2000). Those who were bul-
lied for longer through middle and secondary school were 
found to face more serious consequences, as they did not 
cope with victimization earlier in the process and were 
likely to lack coping strategies, social skills, or high-qual-
ity, protective friendships (Hodges et al., 1997). Given 
the negative consequences of peer harassment and their 
stability, it is essential to understand the determinants 
of chronic abuse by peers. Thus, it is valuable to inves-
tigate former victims’ perspective and interpretation of 
their own victimization path. A few studies have previ-
ously interviewed individuals about their victimization. 
De Lara (2012, 2019) identified lasting consequences of 
childhood bullying in young adults in terms of mental and 
psychological well-being, eating disorders, and relation-
ship and trust issues. Thornberg et al. (2013) generated a 
grounded theory of being a victim of bullying at school 
and identified a basic process of victimization that con-
sisted of four phases: initial attacks, double victimization, 
bullying exit, and after-effects of bullying. Wójcik (2018) 
added to this by showing that phases are consecutive and 
complemented in a multi-stage process of collective vic-
tim creation and rituals confirming the victim’s status. 
Yablon (2017) identified differences between teachers and 
students in the perception of bullying and the identifica-
tion of perpetrators and showed that the identification of 
perpetrators of severe violence can be performed via their 
victims. Furthermore, Wójcik and Flak (2019) showed that 
the victims’ perception of the bullying situation is unique, 
as they are situated inside the bullying circle but not con-
nected to others within it, which enables them to reflect 
on the interpersonal relations created around them. From 
their position of victim, they are able to observe other 
students’ roles and changes in behavioral patterns toward 
them. Very interesting results were presented by Tholander 
(2019), who analyzed how a victimized student framed 
her victimhood narrative and tried to portray herself as a 
genuine bullying victim during a conversation with adults 
at school; nevertheless, the adults’ inadequate responses 
increased the original suffering of the victim and created 

secondary victimization by shifting the responsibility for 
bullying to the victim.

Theoretical Framework

The current study was based on relational model theory 
(Haslam & Fiske, 1999) as a conceptual umbrella. Accord-
ing to this theory, individuals organize their social life in 
terms of their relations with others, forming relational sche-
mas or structures that represent regular interpersonal rela-
tionship patterns. These structures include images of self 
and others as well as scripts for expected interactions and are 
activated under certain circumstances to guide social per-
ception, attribution, and behavior. Relational schemas may 
be specific to relationships with family, peers, teachers, or 
friends and are employed to make sense of interpersonal 
worlds. The term “horizon of expectations,” from literary 
theorist Jauss (1982), suggests that students could cross the 
perimeter—or physical horizon—of a school yard or play-
ground by subjectively bearing a set of relational schemas, 
frameworks, or a “horizon of expectations” of being treated 
in a certain way, which shapes their subsequent coping 
behavior. As indicated above, early coping styles and strate-
gies may impact the path of victimized students, leading 
either to short-term bullying with a quick “bullying exit” or 
long-term victimization lasting for many years.

Therefore, there is a clear need for further research to 
gain an understanding of former victims’ perspective of their 
victimization path, especially their own coping strategies. 
The present study aimed to explore how victims of bullying 
in the past perceived their experience, understood the rela-
tionships within the bullying context, interpreted their own 
coping behaviors, and the factors that might have influenced 
their decision to choose certain coping strategies, such as 
hiding or disclosing victimization.

Following their interpretations and perceptions of their 
own and others’ behaviors, we aimed to identify why some 
individuals are able to seek help and avoid long-term victim-
ization, while others suffer in silence and decide not to dis-
close the bullying. As such, these individuals’ perspectives 
can shed light on the barriers to effective coping strategies.

Method

Participants

A volunteer sampling method was used to recruit partici-
pants. Following approval from the University Committee 
for Research Ethics, a recruitment questionnaire was distrib-
uted at three largest, public universities in southern Poland, 
as they gather students from various areas of the country and 
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different backgrounds, leading to a high student diversity. 
Moreover, there was an established cooperation between 
those universities and the authors’ university. The question-
naire was distributed via Facebook, students’ council pages, 
and virtual university services. The questionnaire’s purpose 
was to identify students who had experienced bullying vic-
timization in primary, middle, or secondary school and were 
willing to participate in an interview.

The questionnaire began with the definition of bullying 
(“School bullying is defined as repeated actions of aggres-
sion, harassment, or exclusion characterized by an intention 
to harm as well as an imbalance of power between the bully 
and victim”) and examples of bullying behavior: physical 
(physical assault, pushing, jabbing, kicking, etc.), verbal 
(name calling, insults, mocking laughter, humiliating pub-
licly by saying something, etc.), material (hiding or destroy-
ing personal belongings, forcing money from someone, 
etc.), relational (excluding, ignoring, gossiping, not invit-
ing to common class events, etc.), sexual (touching or pat-
ting, making vulgar comments about appearance, or sexual 
behaviors), cyber (posting and circulating someone’s photos 
without his/her knowledge, public ridicule on the internet, 
etc.). It took 10–20 min to complete the questionnaire.

Of those completing the questionnaire, 154 students 
reported past victimization and 41 agreed to participate in 
the interviews. Some of them later changed their minds or 
left for other universities as part of the Erasmus exchange 
program. Thus, the final sample included 23 undergraduate 
students: 12 females and 11 males, aged 19 to 23 years, with 
a mean age (SD) of 20.565 (1.409) years. Students reported 
their bullying experience began in elementary school 
(n = 9), middle school (n = 8), or secondary school (n = 6). 
They were bullied over a period from 1 to 10 years, with a 
mean duration of 4.457 (2.804) years. Informed consent was 
obtained from all study participants. The students’ names 
were changed to initials to ensure their anonymity (Table 1).

Data collection

Data were collected via semi-structured face-to-face inter-
views held between January and May 2019. Each partici-
pant was informed that the interview would focus on his or 
her experience of bullying and was assured that it would be 
confidential and recorded for research purposes only. An 
interview guide was used, but participants were encour-
aged to determine what they wanted to discuss. Each inter-
view began with an open-ended question, such as “Tell me 
about your experiences at school” or “What are your most 
important memories of school?” The respondents were also 
encouraged to talk about their bullying experiences from 
the start to the end; their thoughts and actions regarding 
the bullying; the actions of other students and teachers; and 
the way they dealt with the bullying (e.g., help-seeking or 

hiding). Probing questions were used to clarify respondents’ 
descriptions and interpretations of their victimization path, 
such as “Tell me how it all started,” “Why, in your opin-
ion, did other students bully you?” “What did your teachers 
do?” “Did you try to do anything?” and “Did you ask for 
help?” At the end of each interview, respondents had time 
to add anything that they felt they needed to, ask questions, 
or express doubts. Each interview was conducted in a uni-
versity building, lasted for an average of 56.10 min, and 
was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Participants 
were encouraged to take breaks whenever they wished and 
were offered drinks and snacks. Since interviewees were 
likely to talk about sensitive issues or become upset, the 
interviews were conducted by a qualified psychologist (first 
author). Participants received a refund for transport costs 
and a bookstore coupon in exchange for their participation 
in the interview.

Data Analysis

The interview transcripts were analyzed using NVivo 
11 based on a constructivist grounded theory approach 
(Charmaz, 2017), which included coding (creating 

Table 1   Participants of the study

Gender
Age

Initials First attack and initial 
stage of bullying

Duration of 
bullying in 
years

F 19 K.M Elementary school 8
F 21 M.M Elementary school 9
F 20 R.J Middle school 6
F 19 A.D Middle school 6
M 23 T.L Elementary school 10
M 23 K.K Elementary school 9
M 21 M.B Middle school 6
M 20 M.W Middle school 6
M 19 A.O Elementary school 7
F 22 A.M Elementary school 1,5
F 22 S.P Elementary school 5
F 19 D.F Middle school 3
F 19 G.H Middle school 2
M 19 J.L Elementary school 5
M 21 J.K Elementary school 3
M 21 L.Z Secondary school 2,5
M 21 C.V Secondary school 1
F 19 G.L Secondary school 1
F 23 L.M Secondary schoo 2
M 21 J.B Secondary school 1,5
F 21 L.P Middle school 3
F 19 V.S Middle school 2
M 21 B.B Secondary school 3
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qualitative codes and categories grounded in the data), con-
stant comparison (comparing data with data, codes with 
codes, data within codes, and so on), memo writing (writ-
ing down ideas about relationships between codes and other 
theoretical ideas that came to mind during the coding), and 
memo sorting. Theoretical sampling (Glaser, 2005) led to 
adding new questions concerning help-seeking strategies and 
teachers’ attitudes/reactions. We initially performed open 
coding, which involved breaking down the data into units 
of meaning. Because the interviews were not structured, we 
analyzed the data sentence-for-sentence, looking at bullying 
situations, described reactions, and coping strategies. This 
step involved coding words, lines, and segments of data. 
This coding process was guided by the following analytical 
questions (Charmaz, 2017): What do the data suggest? What 
is happening in the data? What category does a specific situ-
ation or relation indicate? How did the participant perceive 
their classmates, teachers, other adults at school? The cen-
tral themes in respondents’ discourse were reporting/hiding 
bullying; perceived available support; received help/lack of 
help; and trust/distrust in others at school. These distinctions 
guided further analysis as we examined why some respond-
ents chose to tell about their victimization but others suffered 
in silence; what facilitated and hindered disclosure; and what 
the outcomes of such decisions were.

In the second step, we used focused coding to cluster and 
organize the data. We compared the most frequent codes 
derived from the open coding to synthesize data into more 
complex concepts: onset and type of bullying; relational 
schemas of teachers/adults at school; and relational sche-
mas of peers at school. Finally, we used theoretical coding 
(Glaser, 2005) to explore and analyze how the core concep-
tual categories and constructed codes related to each other. 
We then integrated them into a grounded theory using the 
theoretical codes.

Results and Discussion

The systematic analysis generated a grounded theory of 
help-seeking in victimization consisting of factors and con-
ditions that influenced the willingness to ask for help when 
bullied. We concentrated on barriers and facilitators of dis-
closure in a school context and identified the following fac-
tors: peer harassment, type and form of initial attack, percep-
tion of available support at school, perception of peer group.

Type of Peer Harassment and Form of Initial Attack

Our respondents could recall their bullying journey from 
the initial attack to bullying exit or graduation. They were 
also quite aware of the bullying timeline, bullying inci-
dent occurrence, and their thoughts, interpretations, and 

reactions. Each bullying path began with an initial attack, 
which occurred in elementary school for nine participants, 
middle school for eight participants, and secondary school 
for six. Nine participants experienced several bullying epi-
sodes (after changing school or class) with different forms 
of initial attack.

By initial attack, respondents meant a single act of 
aggression performed by a perpetrator or group of perpe-
trators. The same perpetrators continued bullying victims 
for a longer time, repeating acts of aggression in different 
forms. Participants mentioned four types of harassment dur-
ing the early stage of bullying: physical (pushing, jabbing, 
stabbing with a pencil, poking), verbal (name calling, writ-
ing insulting things about somebody on a board, insults, 
laughing at somebody’s appearance, humiliating publicly, 
laughing as a respond to somebody’s remark or question), 
material (hiding, stealing destroying personal belongings, 
forcing money), and relational (excluding, ignoring, gossip-
ing, stopping the conversation or whispering when person 
approaches, making meaningful facial expressions and/or 
gestures to offend somebody, spreading false, unpleasant 
rumors). They also talked about two major forms of initial 
attacks: obvious with an easily observable beginning, and 
insidious with a diffuse beginning that was hard to pinpoint. 
Physical and material acts of bullying that started with obvi-
ous, unambiguous incidents were most often disclosed (by 
17 participants).

When I was nine, a group of boys chased me one day 
after school, beat me, and ruined my clothes. So, my 
mom knew what happened and reported it at school 
and I told my teacher about everything.
My classmates stole my wallet with money and ID, I 
knew I had to report is as an offense. I went straight to 
the headmaster.

On the other hand, relational bullying with a diffuse 
beginning was harder to disclose. Our respondents pre-
sented a few reasons for not reporting relational bullying. 
One reason was not recognizing it as bullying and therefore 
not reporting it (6 participants):

They called me dumpling or fat, and I kept telling my 
teacher about that, but I never mentioned that they 
didn’t want to play with me or that nobody invited me 
to their birthday.
When I was eight, I had bruises (from being hit), so 
I went to my teacher and just showed her. I couldn’t 
show or explain how they pretended that I stank and 
ran away from me. I didn’t even know that it was some-
thing to tell my teacher.

Other reasons were connected with the feeling of shame, 
being afraid they would not be taken seriously, not know-
ing how to describe certain bullying behavior, wanting to 
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be independent in dealing with difficulties, and taking the 
blame for the situation (8 participants), as illustrated below:

Others gossiped about me being a lesbian and hav-
ing different partners. Girls didn’t want to sit with me. 
Boys were disgusted. I was too embarrassed to even 
mention it.
One thing is to report being beaten up – it is illegal. 
Another thing is reporting stigmatization and rejection. 
There is no school regulation saying don’t reject and 
be nice to everybody.

Additionally, five participants mentioned relational 
aggression was connected with sexuality, intimacy, sexual 
orientation, and body changes related to puberty, which 
made it nearly impossible for victims to report:

They started calling me gay when I was 13, I men-
tioned it to my teacher, and he asked me if I was gay. 
So embarrassing.
Girls were comparing their busts before the PE lesson. 
I was flat, so they laughed at me all the time. I never 
told anybody.

The commencing of relational bullying was difficult to 
determine, and it took some time for respondents to recog-
nize it as bulling. They noted that quarrels, fights, or teasing 
happened all the time at school and only sometimes turned 
into long-term bullying, so they delayed their decision to 
object or seek help. They thought it was better to hold back 
and see how the situation developed, so they “woke up when 
it was too late.” From their perspective, bullying grew step 
by step from single comments and jokes about mis-fitting 
behaviors or appearance, for example: “They looked at 
me when I was eating with strange smiles”; “One boy, my 
neighbor, told the others that my brother had Asperger’s”; “A 
girl asked me: do you ever wash your clothes?” Then, com-
ments intensified, became varied, and more students joined 
in, leading to social isolation and exclusion. Victims were 
already unhappy, disorientated, and insecure, which in their 
mind impeded help-seeking. As some of them said, “All of 
a sudden, I found myself alone with nobody to talk to”; “It 
was very slow, step by step. One day they were laughing at 
me, the other day everyone was ok. And after some time, I 
noticed that there were no more ok days.”

Relational bullying was revealed when reporting physical 
or material aggression (six participants) or not reported at all 
(six participants). Only two respondents who were victims 
of relational bullying and collective exclusion acts (but not 
physical aggression) in secondary school reported it. One 
decided to talk directly to the homeroom teacher; another 
sent print screens of conversations to a school counselor. 
Neither report was taken seriously, so respondents never 
tried again. Others reported physical and verbal bullying, 

causing a reaction that eventually stopped the bullying, 
including its relational aspects.

Research shows different tendencies in reporting different 
types of bullying. Shaw et al. (2019) showed that younger 
students are more likely to report physical bullying, while 
studies with middle and high school students (Dowling & 
Carey, 2013) demonstrated that help-seeking is not depend-
ent on the form of bullying. In our study, respondents 
remembered their reluctance to report relational aggression, 
but physical or material bullying were visible and apparent, 
which facilitated disclosure. Moreover, teachers often view 
physical bullying as more serious than other forms of bul-
lying and are more likely to intervene (Craig et al., 2000). 
The form of the initial attack influenced victims’ willingness 
to report, especially when it was ambiguous and prolonged. 
This resonates with Wójcik’s (2018) concept of the collec-
tive creation of multi-deviant victim stages. The process 
is initiated by peers, who label one student a victim and 
begin with primary exclusion markers relating to mis-fitting 
features (e.g., fat, unfashionable, girlish, sloppy), followed 
by secondary exclusion markers assigned to the local class 
culture (e.g., listening to different music), and a story-telling 
stage that ultimately isolates the victim from social interac-
tion with the class. It takes time for victims to realize that 
their relationship with peers has changed and that they have 
been labeled, which also enforces self-labeling as a victim 
and hinders help-seeking (Tholander, 2019). This process 
alters peers’ and teachers’ perceptions, imposing behavior 
changes where victims’ identity and others’ perceptions are 
reconstructed during the initial bullying stages, affecting 
subsequent behavior and leading to further confirmation of 
a victim identity. According to labeling theory in bullying 
(Burns et al., 2009), bullies self-label and find it difficult 
to break bullying behavior patterns. In our study, victims 
adopted the same assumptions, saying, for example, “It was 
too late to do anything” and “I should have told the teacher 
at the beginning before it was too late.”

Perception of Available Support at School

We asked our respondents how they felt about talking to the 
teacher or adults at school about their problems. Respond-
ents provided several examples of the important factors that 
may facilitate disclosure: liking or trusting the teacher/adult 
(19 respondents), believing in his/her ability to assist (21 
respondents), confidentiality (23 respondents), and ease 
of reporting (16 respondents). While talking about trust, 
respondents emphasized a professional, confident approach, 
stable position at school, and a firm, openly stated anti-bully-
ing opinion. For example, one respondent, who was bullied 
for 1 year in middle school, took 5 months to decide whether 
to report and to whom. He carefully chose a specific teacher:
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I turned to [the] biology teacher because I could trust 
her; she was middle-aged and had experience in deal-
ing with school issues. The way she behaved and 
talked to students made me think she could help, and 
I was right.

Another student decided to talk to the school librarian 
when she realized that bullying was continuing after holiday:

I didn’t know him [the librarian] very well but he was 
always there [in the library] calm and composed. Kind 
of proper adult. So, one day I pretended that I needed 
a book just before [the] library closed and very nerv-
ously asked if I could talk to him. It was a relief for 
me and a solution.

Another respondent said the following:

It’s strange when I think about it, but I didn’t like that 
teacher, I was horrible at math. She was very strict but 
always treated us seriously. I talked to her, she listened, 
carefully asked questions, asked for my suggestions. 
And promised to act. And so, she did.

The idea of proper adult (not necessarily a teacher) sur-
faced in several responses as an important factor in decid-
ing to disclose. Another important characteristic of proper 
adult was the ability to assist, which was also described as 
responsible, consistent, and coherent behavior. As some 
said, “When she made a promise, she kept it”; “If he said 
something, he always did it no matter what”; “I was afraid of 
that teacher, she was serious, strict, and demanding. Always 
prepared and ready. When I was in trouble, I turned to her”; 
“I was lucky, after the whole year of harassment, we had [a] 
new homeroom teacher, I felt immediately that I could trust 
her.” This perception of an adult at school facilitated the 
decision to report because the adult was expected to provide 
the right help and, more importantly, not to make the matter 
worse by unexpected, reckless action. By reckless action, 
students meant making a fuss, punishing bullies, talking 
openly about the case, or calling parents. As they put it, “I 
needed somebody diplomatic”; “Before I was bullied for the 
first time [at 10 years old], I told my teacher. But later [at 
16 years old], it was much harder to decide who to talk to, 
being a teacher was not enough.”

Another important factor mentioned by respondents 
regardless of their disclosure experience was being taken 
seriously by an adult (20 respondents). Although students 
expected effective intervention, they also focused on the 
importance of a supportive conversation with the teacher:

It was just before graduation, so he couldn’t do much 
but at least talked to me and advised on my future 
decisions.
When I reported bullying for the first time, this 
teacher didn’t even listen to me, so I backed away 

for years. In secondary school I tried, and it was a 
different story. This time, my class teacher talked to 
me for an hour, explained how bullying worked, and 
assured me that there was nothing wrong with me.

What our respondents feared the most was being 
accused of reporting class matters to the teacher (22 
respondents), so confidentiality was a main factor. The 
need for confidentiality was connected both with the fact 
of reporting and with the delicate nature of what was 
reported. Respondents remembered feeling ashamed and 
embarrassed, and they did not want a person to repeat 
details to anyone, especially when the aggression related 
to intimacy or sexuality:

I was thinking about it for weeks before revealing it. 
I was so ashamed that I let them treat me like trash. 
I even had trouble repeating what they were saying. 
I feel sick when I think about it.
Shame even when thinking about it now. So, I felt that 
if things came to light, I would have to kill myself.

Adults’ availability and open, confidential access, were 
additional important factors. Availability could not be too 
obvious, but rather “by the way,” so other students would 
not realize the real purpose of talking to the adult. Our 
respondents gave examples of reporting bullying under 
the guise of asking for extra help with a difficult subject, 
attending art club or other extracurricular subjects, or bor-
rowing books from the library, for example:

It was easy to talk to him because he had [an] extra 
class: “math for dummies,” which I had to attend. 
After class I talked to him. Normal thing, others 
thought I needed help with some homework.
Every week my teacher had art club in the afternoon. 
It was a perfect opportunity.
[The] library was a good place. I went there to hide 
from bullies and probably looked quite miserable. She 
asked if I was ok. First, I said nothing, but later I talked 
to her. Later I told another bullied boy to turn to her.
I heard that the library was a place to get help, my 
brother’s friend told me. It wasn’t official or any-
thing. But it worked well.

In contrast, official reporting channels were consid-
ered too apparent and therefore dangerous. None of our 
respondents reported or considered reporting bully-
ing via an e-school system because it was perceived as 
unsafe and not sufficiently confidential. They also did not 
know who would receive the e-report. Only four students 
reported violence to an on-call school psychologist. As 
one explained, “Three times a week there was [a] psy-
chologist who was introducing anti-bullying actions, but 
nobody ever visited her for fear of public reveal.”
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Participants (21) ruthlessly commented on a common 
method in Poland, namely a complaint box, usually dis-
played outside the headmaster or school counselor office: 
“You would have to walk in front of everybody to place your 
complaint in the box. Yah right, very confidential. How can 
anybody be that stupid to expect kids to do that?”.

Ease of access was also understood as an opportunity 
for straightforward and easy initial interaction. Several par-
ticipants said that they had problems starting a conversation 
about bullying, especially in adolescence. This problem was 
particularly salient for our male participants:

I didn’t know how to say it. Like say “Hello, I am bul-
lied” or maybe start crying. So, I never even tried. I 
didn’t say anything for 4 years. Surprisingly, nobody 
asked.
It’s easier for smaller kids, they are used to telling [the] 
teacher about everything all the time. I didn’t know 
what I should say, when was a good moment, shall I 
go into details, etc.

Six participants reported anonymous initial contact 
through email and messenger that gave them a chance to 
evaluate the quality of the response and decide whether they 
wanted to reveal their identity and continue the disclosure. 
Two others initiated anonymous contact and then continued. 
As one said, “She [class teacher] gave us an email address 
before a trip. I wrote anonymously to start a conversation 
about my situation. I gave a hint, and she picked it up. Step 
by step, I told her about years of bullying.”

As in previous research (Boulton et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 
2019), we found that although victimized students wanted 
the bullying to stop, they perceived numerous barriers that 
prevented an open dialogue with adults at school. Respond-
ents thoroughly analyzed both the situation and the people 
involved, and calculated whether the risks outweighed the 
benefits, where the risks concerned confidentiality, fear of 
ridicule, retaliation, or losing face, and the effectiveness of 
adult interventions (Bradshaw et al., 2007; Mishna & Alag-
gia, 2005).

Moreover, student-adult relationships played an important 
role (Yablon, 2010). Students valued closeness and attached 
importance to professionalism, a stable position at school, 
and a firm anti-bullying attitude. This was consistent with 
Rigby and Bagshaw’s (2003) findings that consideration of 
teacher fairness, helpfulness, and effectiveness in dealing 
with conflict influenced student decisions about whether 
they would seek help.

Respondents (19) in our study declared the need to be 
taken seriously, which had a positive effect even if bullying 
was not resolved. This need was previously demonstrated 
by Bauman et al. (2016), who showed that listening to a stu-
dent’s concerns, taking them seriously, and checking in later 
to see if the situation had resolved, were generally effective 

strategies, while telling the student to stop “complaining” 
most commonly worsened the situation and hindered further 
problem-focused coping strategies.

Important results of this study that may have special sig-
nificance for practical solutions involve easy, but not appar-
ent to others, access to an adult to facilitate the initial con-
tact. In a study on sexual abuse disclosure, Schaeffer et al. 
(2011) found that children will report abuse when they have 
the opportunity to do so and described this process as facil-
itated disclosure. They found that victims may not reveal 
their abuse until an external event or a supportive environ-
ment prompts them to disclose it. Facilitated disclosure may 
assist smooth reporting by providing a safe, confidential, by 
the way contact with a proper adult.

Perception of Peer Group

According to our respondents, group coherence influenced 
disclosure decisions. If victimized students perceived their 
group as coherent in their bullying attitudes, meaning that 
others exhibited only pro-bullying or neutral behaviors, 
they were rarely willing to disclose victimization. Being 
bullied or ignored by everyone in the class was perceived 
as the loss of peer support and discouraged help-seeking 
for two reasons: a lack of possible allies when talking to the 
teacher, and self-attribution: “I remember thinking that if 
everybody hates me, there must be something wrong with 
me”; “I didn’t have anyone to encourage me. Like say: go 
and tell the teacher.”

In contrast, if a group was divided and exhibited both 
pro- and anti-bullying attitudes, it became easier to talk 
to adults about victimization. Having a friend or group of 
friends was a protective factor, which is consistent with 
other study findings (Bukowski & Sippola, 2001). A single 
student with a pro-victim attitude increased the chances of 
disclosure, even if the attitude was not presented openly in 
the class. Seven of our respondents mentioned individuals 
in their classes who were friendly outside the class context, 
which provided encouragement and confirmed that bullying 
should be reported. One respondent said, “He was not my 
friend or anything, but anytime we met after school, he was 
saying that what they were doing (bullying) was not ok and 
I should tell somebody about it.” Moreover, 10 participants 
remembered spontaneous decisions about reporting after 
being defended by someone:

A new student came to the class, very handsome and 
sporty, and when girls started to laugh at me, he told 
them that it was mean and cruel, and they should be 
ashamed. And you know, I thought that he was right, 
they should be ashamed not me, and the same day I 
went to talk to the headmaster.
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Perception of Unique Versus Shared Plight

When discussing their school and class life, respondents 
referred to their fate as either unique or shared with other 
individuals. This perception was related to their willingness 
to tell an adult at school. Out of 17 respondents who never 
talked to anybody at school or stopped talking about it after 
few attempts, 11 said that there were no other long-term 
victims in their school or class context. They remembered 
incidents of aggression, short episodes of plotting against 
somebody, or disagreements within friends’ groups, but they 
all ended after 2 to 4 weeks. This hindered students’ willing-
ness to report for three reasons: they considered the bullying 
their fault; it was difficult to talk to the teacher because there 
was no link to other cases; and bullying was not discussed 
during lessons, so they did not feel that it was something to 
be reported.

It is hard to believe, but for 4 years, I was the only 
one bullied in my class. It wasn’t open aggression, 
but I was completely alone. Everyone else was getting 
along, so there was no point in reporting this situation.
I was the only fat girl and the only victim of bullying. 
So, I believed it was natural that nobody liked me.
Bulling was no subject, it was never mentioned, so I 
didn’t want to be the first infamous victim.

Six respondents remembered victims in their own class or 
at school. They felt better mainly because it meant that they 
were not alone and bullying was not their fault. Moreover, 
after some bullying incidents, teachers talked about it during 
lessons, so it was easier to report.

There was another girl excluded from the class. She 
wasn’t my friend, but she was ok. It felt better because it 
meant I wasn’t a weirdo. I went to my teacher to report that 
she was bullied, and then by the way I said it was also my 
problem.

Surprisingly, the perception of a shared plight did not 
stem only from observation in one’s own school but also 
came from other sources. Seven respondents watched vlogs 
recorded by victims, a few read articles about bullying in 
Polish schools, and others participated in lessons that pre-
sented the percentage of bullied students in Poland and 
worldwide. In all those cases, respondents remembered that 
they felt better about themselves, and some decided to talk 
to an adult at school.

I watched Amanda Todd’s video. She was bullied, and 
she made a goodbye video telling her story, and after 
that she committed suicide. I remember thinking that 
I wasn’t the only one. After a few days, I went to a 
school counselor.
What saved me, in a way, was a lesson with a graph 
that said that 35% of students in secondary schools are 

excluded and bullied. I was 15 at that time, and it was 
a revelation.

As Corsaro (2005) and Wójcik (2018) suggested, students 
create and participate in their own unique peer culture, shar-
ing a normative set of beliefs on power distribution, inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria, peer relationship guidelines, 
and rules on punishment and reward. Group unity may 
constitute support for a culture of bullying, hindering cop-
ing strategies (Unnever & Cornell, 2003). Bullied students 
self-assess from their own frame of reference and the way 
they see themselves from the standpoint of their group. 
When students realize that they have no allies, the reason 
for victimization can be attributed only to themselves, which 
hinders disclosure (Graham & Juvonen, 1998). Similarly, 
social comparison with other bullied students influences 
the decision to seek help. Huitsing et al. (2019) reported 
that perceiving a shared plight protected youth from form-
ing negative beliefs about themselves and decreased the risk 
of hiding the victimization; it also enabled the initial steps 
to report by providing an example to which students could 
refer. This might empower students in the same way as prior 
reporting, that is, as a bystander to another’s victimization 
(Shaw et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Despite the small scale of this qualitative study, we explored 
the circumstances within a school context when bullying 
was disclosed or hidden. Those circumstances differed; 
some victims immediately told an adult, some waited for 
the right moment, person, or other favorable condition, and 
some never disclosed. Disclosure brought about various 
outcomes: an end to or continuation of victimization; con-
tinuation of the disclosure; or temporarily or permanently 
going back into hiding. This study further explored how 
victims perceived the factors within a school context that 
facilitated or hindered reporting. The results have limited 
general applicability but advance our understanding of the 
dilemmas faced by bullied students. Although retrospective 
studies rely entirely on the self-reports of former victims, 
who themselves cannot objectively identify a causal relation-
ship, they provide an account of how adults interpret their 
childhood victimization experiences.

Becoming a victim of bullying enforces the reorganiza-
tion of an individual’s social life and relations with others 
(Tholander, 2019; Wójcik & Flak, 2019). Based on what 
they are experiencing, individuals develop relational struc-
tures that guide their perceptions, attributions, and behavior. 
Those structures include images of self and others within 
the immediate school context, namely peers and adults. 
This helps individuals make sense of their interpersonal 
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world, navigate the dangerous territory of victimization, and 
make everyday decisions, including those about disclosure, 
which is crucial both for the victims’ wellbeing and bullying 
prevention.

Although identifying victims of violence and gathering 
information from them may be easier than finding perpe-
trators, studies show that victims are underreported and 
therefore unidentified (Ahn et al., 2013). Victims can suf-
fer bullying for a long time without anyone knowing; even 
when adults witness obvious cases of bullying, they are often 
hesitant to intervene either because they do not feel prepared 
to do so effectively or because they are not sure if the bul-
lied students would want the intervention (Novick & Isaacs, 
2010). For useful prevention and intervention, victims need 
to report or seek help from the school staff when violence 
happens. The results of this study may help educators cre-
ate the conditions that facilitate disclosure of relational and 
other forms of harassment.

Our findings highlight several factors that need to be con-
sidered. One such factor was students’ reluctance to report 
relational aggression. Victimized students were sometimes 
unaware of relational aggression forms and did not recog-
nize it as bullying; alternatively, they felt too ashamed, were 
afraid of not being taken seriously, had problems describing 
this type of victimization, felt the need to be independent, or 
thought it was entirely their fault. Another important issue 
was the form of the initial attack and its influence on the 
willingness to report it. The hardest to disclose was rela-
tional bullying, which begins in a diffuse, ambiguous, and 
prolonged way. It was difficult for victimized students to 
decide whether it was just teasing or actual bullying, and 
they therefore postponed the decision to report until it was 
“too late.” It is not clear why victimized students considered 
it too late to report, but it might relate to certain steps in the 
bullying path (Wójcik, 2018) or to the victim’s self-labeling 
(Burns et al., 2009). Thus, this phenomenon needs further 
research.

Our study results that are especially important for bul-
lying prevention involve the school factors that facilitate or 
hinder disclosure. Some of these factors are linked to the 
perceived support available from school staff, while some 
are linked to the perceived peer group. Our respondents 
rarely talked about the entire school climate or school policy 
but concentrated on individuals with certain characteristics 
who seemed most suitable to trust and therefore report to. As 
such, professionalism, confidence, and a firm, openly stated, 
anti-bullying attitude were the most important characteris-
tics. Equally important was consistent and coherent behavior 
reflecting a lack of reckless actions that might worsen the 
individual’s situation.

Apart from proper adult features, respondents favored 
easy, safe, and confidential access to an adult. The need 
for confidentiality has been identified in previous studies 

(Wójcik, 2018), but our study found specific rules for facili-
tated disclosure regarding adults’ availability and first con-
tact. It is essential that availability is not evident to others, 
but rather a by the way approach, so other students are not 
aware of the real reason for talking to the adult. Official 
reporting channels were perceived as unsafe and not con-
fidential. Another important factor was a straightforward 
initial interaction to facilitate taking the first step and start-
ing the conversation. Anonymous online contact presents an 
easy way to begin disclosure.

Unsurprisingly, victims formed a relational schema of 
their class that played a significant role in social percep-
tion, attribution, and expectation of being treated in a certain 
way. This perception of group composition and a unique 
versus shared plight influenced coping behavior. Groups 
perceived as coherent in their bullying attitudes (only pro-
bullying and neutral behaviors) hinder disclosure because 
they leave students feeling that “everybody is against me.” 
This pushes them into self-attribution of bullying, and they 
subsequently avoid any problem-focused coping, including 
disclosure. However, one classmate who breaks the pattern 
of pro-bullying or neutral behavior can facilitate disclosure. 
The finding that those victimized alone were unwilling to 
report is consistent with previous research.

Our study complements previous findings by advancing 
knowledge on shared plights in bullying, where observing 
that others were/are also harassment targets can facilitate 
help-seeking and disclosure (Graham & Juvonen, 1998; Kel-
ley, 1973). Further, our results advance potential ways to 
change individuals’ perception of their plight from unique 
to shared, such as access to trustworthy information on bul-
lying prevalence (e.g., articles, research, school psycholo-
gist lessons), viewing a vlog recorded by other victimized 
students, or learning about the group dynamics responsible 
for instigating and maintaining bullying in the peer group.

Practical Implications

Our findings have implications for anti-bullying practices 
developed by teachers and other school personnel. Identify-
ing the predictors of students’ willingness to report may help 
schools to address the factors inhibiting victimized students’ 
help-seeking and better identify those in need of help, who 
may not reach out to an adult on their own. Our findings also 
have important policy implications. Schools should plan for 
facilitated disclosure, regardless of any existing anti-bullying 
policies, to assist those students in schools that are struggling 
by implementing anti-bullying programs (Unnever & Cornell, 
2003). Additionally, even in schools with strong anti-bullying 
policies and successful interventions, there are still students 
who remain or will became victims and need a safe context and 
easy opportunity for disclosure. Facilitated disclosure should 
include the creation of a safe context for by the way disclosure, 
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which might be, for instance, a school library, extracurricu-
lar activities, or science or art clubs; selection and training 
of at least one adult at the school who meets the criteria 
for a proper adult; means for facilitating the first step (the 
beginning of a conversation), for example, by introducing an 
anonymous online reporting or contact system (e.g., Resql 
in Polish schools); analyzing existing systems for their level 
of confidentiality and anonymity.

It is also very important to raise teachers’ and students’ 
awareness regarding relational bullying from the earliest age; 
bullying prevalence (e.g., by openly discussing prevalence 
or presenting data on bullying in the country); and group 
dynamics (e.g., the circle of bullying, and the mechanisms 
responsible for its onset and maintenance).

Moreover, our findings have serious implications for pre-
vention and intervention programs that impose punishment 
or implement a “zero tolerance” policy, suggesting that such 
strategies may further deter students’ from reporting. Vic-
tims’ views on “reckless actions” show that knowing bullies 
would be punished is associated with a lower likelihood of 
disclosure. Therefore, it may be useful to assure victims that 
punishment would be the last resort, and that the reporting 
student’s identity would be protected.

It is important to note that even when teachers feel pow-
erless to face bullying or do not feel supported by school 
bullying policies, they should be aware that they can have 
a profound indirect impact on a victim’s situation by alter-
ing the student’s perception of his/her victim schema’s self-
components. The teacher’s support may break the chain of 
cognitive, affective, and interpersonal events that hinder 
effective coping strategies and lead to long-term victimiza-
tion (Bauman et al., 2016).

Limitations

This study must be considered in light of its limitations. 
First, in qualitative interviews, there is a higher risk of social 
desirability bias compared with anonymous questionnaires. 
There is also a risk of recall bias, especially in cases where 
data are collected a long time after the events. Self-report 
can potentially distort experiences, as it can be difficult to 
remember the details of a whole year’s worth of experiences 
(Berlan et al., 2010). In addition, by intentionally focusing 
only on the school context, we omitted individual or family 
conditions that may have influenced respondents’ experi-
ences; further studies are needed to gain a fuller understand-
ing of the relations and processes that influence help-seek-
ing. Furthermore, we our respondents were from Poland, 
and their experience might differ from those who attend 
school elsewhere, given the contextual and cultural varia-
tions across countries and educational systems.
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