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is a social issue that needs to be carefully addressed due to 
its sensitive and chronic nature. It is an age-old phenom-
enon worldwide, but relatively less studied in the East. A 
recent global estimate on bullying prevalence conducted in 
83 countries provided a 30% pooled prevalence of bullying 
victimization, irrespective of income status (Biswas et al., 
2020).

Daniel Olweus, pioneer of bullying research has system-
atically studied the nature and prevalence of school bullying 
in the 1970s and has identified the critical elements of bul-
lying: an imbalance of power, the intent to harm, and repeti-
tion over time, which clearly distinguishes it from other acts 
of aggression or violence. Bullying may take many forms, 
ranging from seemingly minor acts such as name-calling 
and teasing to more severe forms such as physical, ver-
bal or even sexual attacks, or cyberbullying (Radliff et al., 
2018). Such experiences make the individual susceptible to 
various negative emotional, behavioural, and mental health 
outcomes (Takizawa et al., 2014; Wolke & Lereya, 2015; 
Evans-Lacko et al., 2017). These outcomes may include 
internalizing/externalizing problems, bodily disturbances, 
and even suicide attempts when compared to those who 

Introduction

Bullying represents a form of interpersonal violence that 
occurs during various stages of a child’s development, 
especially in adolescence – a period marked by significant 
transitions in the physical, psychological, and social realm, 
making them vulnerable in certain aspects of relationships 
(Ferrara et al., 2019). Understanding the complex relation-
ship dynamics in this age group is difficult but a prerequisite 
for their wellbeing (Gómez-López et al., 2019). Bullying 
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Bullying victimisation affects an estimated 30% of individuals worldwide. While the prevalence and risk factors of bully-
ing have been studied in India, comprehensive research on the phenomenon of bullying itself remains scarce. Our objec-
tive was to study the experiences, perceptions, and attitudes towards bullying among seventh to ninth-grade students. The 
study included all seventh to ninth graders (N = 205) from two schools in the Udupi district of South India. To collect 
information on bullying, we used the Bully Survey - Student Version with appropriate modifications for our context. The 
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bullies, and bully-victims. Seventh and eighth graders experienced higher rates of bullying, whereas ninth graders were 
more likely to engage in bully behaviours or be bully-victims. Verbal bullying, including name calling, playing jokes, and 
making fun of others, was more prevalent. No gender differences were observed in verbal or physical bullying. School 
teachers, staff, and parents were unaware of bullying incidents almost half of the time. Anti-bullying programs should 
consider these aspects of bullying to be effective.
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have not experienced bullying (Swearer, 2001; Hinduja & 
Patchin, 2010; Kelly et al., 2015; Eastman et al., 2018; Men-
ken et al., 2022).

Most studies conducted in India (Thakkar et al., 2021) 
have focused on examining the prevalence, forms, and risk 
factors of bullying, rather than the phenomenon itself, i.e. 
the bullying profile, experiences, and attitudes towards bul-
lying in those in various bullying roles. This appreciates why 
bullying research is important, however, bullying cannot be 
prevented unless we learn about the experiences of those 
who are involved. Many studies have examined the propor-
tion of students in different bullying roles (Kshirsagar et al., 
2007; Malhi et al., 2014; Malik & Mehta, 2016; Patel et al., 
2017; Ramya & Kulkarni, 2011), but did not provide a detail 
of their profiles. An individual may assume different roles in 
a bullying scenario and there are chances that it may overlap 
i.e., those who are bullied in a situation may act as a perpe-
trator in other situations, and vice versa, thus, acknowledg-
ing multiple roles of the individual. Only one study (Ramya 
& Kulkarni, 2011) has explored the setting and participants 
involved in bullying incidents. Understanding the prevalent 
forms of bullying, locations where it is happening, persons 
involved, and perceived reasons for bullying can assist edu-
cators, researchers, and policy makers in designing effective 
interventions for preventing bullying. Specifically, cyber-
bullying, occurring in online spaces, may require different 

monitoring and prevention approaches (Gabrielli et al., 
2021; Touloupis & Athanasiades, 2022; Santre, 2022).

Evaluating the responses of teachers and other staff mem-
bers to bullying incidents from the students’ perspective is 
important in understanding the role of school policies aimed 
at tackling bullying (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Denny et 
al., 2015). Collaborating with parents is a crucial step in 
anti-bullying efforts, however, the extent of communication 
between students and parents regarding bullying incidents 
happening to them is least explored in previous studies. 
Furthermore, determining adolescents’ pro-bullying atti-
tudes, which support bullying behaviour, is vital in under-
standing their potential inclination towards such behavior, 
as these attitudes can have powerful influence the indi-
viduals’ thoughts and actions in situations (Pickens, 2005). 
Adolescents exhibiting positive attitudes towards bullying 
tend to engage in increased bullying behavior (Salmivalli 
& Voeten, 2004; van Goethem et al., 2010). All these com-
ponents serve to understand the phenomenon better and 
to design individualised bullying prevention programs for 
schools. Thus, our study aimed to explore the experiences, 
perceptions, and attitudes towards bullying among seventh 
to ninth graders. The specific objectives of our study were: 
(1) characterizing the bullying roles among adolescents; 
(2) delineating the various types of bullying; (3) examining 
gender differences in bullying; (4) profiling adolescent bul-
lying, including locations, participants, reasons for bullying, 
school awareness and response to bullying; and (5) assess-
ing attitudes towards bullying.

Method

Participants

This cross-sectional study was conducted at the Department 
of Psychiatry, (anonymized), a coastal city in South India, 
from July to November 2019. The study was approved by 
the Institutional ethics committee (anonymized) and the 
protocol was registered under CTRI (anonymized). Per-
missions were sought from the school principals and the 
Deputy Director of Public Instruction, Udupi, Karnataka, 
to approach the class. Sample size estimate for proportions 
with 30% prevalence of bullying victimisation, with a 5% 
precision and a 95% confidence interval for a large popula-
tion is 322. However, the study included all seventh to ninth 
graders (N = 205) from two schools, one English medium 
private school and one Kannada medium government state-
run school. The participants were required to have the ability 
to read and write English/Kannada. Their mean age was 13 
(SD 1.05) years, and 58% were females. Socio-demographic 
profile of the participants is presented in Table 1. Informed 

Table 1 Demographic profile of the participants (N = 205)
Variable M/n SD/%
Age 13.0 1.1
Gender Male 86 42.0

Female 119 58.0
School Private 116 56.6

Government 89 43.4
Grade VII 87 42.4

VII 63 30.7
IX 55 26.8

Residencea Rural 88 42.9
Urban 117 57.0

Kannada 
(native)

Yes 116 56.6
No 89 42.9

Bullying rolesb Victim 59 28.8
Bully 13 6.3
Bully-Victim 24 11.7
No role (does not experience 
victimization/bullying)

109 53.2

Total BASc 26.7 8.0
Note. aThe residence category used as per the Census India, 2011; 
Rural unit included villages and areas which are not categorized as 
urban units, and Urban units included towns, municipalities, coop-
eration, cantonment board, statutory town etc
bRoles are classified based on self-report, and no role includes 
bystanders
cTotal of Bullying Attitude Scale
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consent from the parents and assent from the students were 
obtained prior to the study.

Measures

Socio-demographic information and clinical details were 
collected using a proforma designed for this study. The 
Bully Survey - Student Version (BYS-S, version 08/2016) 
developed by Susan Swearer was used to collect details of 
bullying. This survey consists of four-parts and 46-ques-
tions that ask students about their experiences, percep-
tions, and attitudes toward bullying. Each part of the survey 
begins with a definition of bullying: “Bullying happens 
when someone hurts or scares another person on purpose 
and the person being bullied has a hard time defending him-
self or herself. Usually, bullying happens over and over” 
(Swearer, 2001). The survey is divided into 4 parts – A, B, 
C, D – each part probes into different aspects, when they 
were bullied, observed bullying, bullied other students dur-
ing the previous year, and attitude towards bullying, respec-
tively. Participants were instructed to skip sections if they 
have not been bullied, witnessed bullying, or bullied others. 
The final section of the survey measures attitudes toward 
bullying through Bully Attitudinal Scale (BAS) that con-
tains 15-items. Each item of the scale describes attitudes 
towards bullying and prosocial attitudes. Participants rated 
the extent of their agreement with each item on a five-point 
scale: 1 = “Totally False” to 5 = “Totally True.” Higher 
total scores on BAS indicate stronger pro-bullying attitudes. 
Based on the screening questions provided in the survey, 
participants self-identified their bullying roles as: (a) victim, 
(b) bully, (c) bully-victim, or (d) no role. In our sample, the 
internal consistency of the 15 items of BAS as measured by 
Cronbach’s α was 0.705.

The Survey was adapted with specific changes in word-
ing. This involved removal of unfamiliar terms such as 
‘homeroom,’ ‘locker room,’ ‘gym’ (questions q2a, 16a, 
25a), replacing them with ‘assembly hall,’ which denotes 
a large space in school for regular meetings. Additionally, 
terminologies like ‘IMing’ (questions q2b, 16b, 25b) was 
reworded to ‘instant messaging’ for easy understanding. The 
survey underwent a translation following the WHO proto-
col. Initially, the questionnaire was translated into Kannada 
by a bilingual mental health professional proficient in both 
English and Kannada. Subsequently, another bilingual indi-
vidual, unaware of the original English version, performed 
a back translation of the Kannada questionnaire. Any dis-
crepancies or ambiguities in meaning were resolved through 
discussions and consensus among the translators to produce 
a final translated version. The revised version underwent 
evaluation by subject experts to establish face validity. The 

final version, agreed upon after this rigorous process, was 
included in the study.

Procedure

Two schools, one with Kannada medium and one with Eng-
lish medium instruction, were selected through convenience 
sampling with the permission from the respective school 
principals. Participant information sheets and informed 
consent forms, available in both Kannada and English, were 
distributed to parents through the students. These forms 
were collected back with the help of class teachers. Parents 
were given the opportunity to contact the researcher for any 
clarification or queries about the study, before consenting. 
The study objectives were explained to the participants and 
were given an opportunity to discuss their concerns and que-
ries. The survey was administered during a free hour on a 
regular school day. The data collection was overseen by the 
first author, a PhD scholar. While most students completed 
the survey independently, some required additional help 
on some items, which the researcher clarified as needed. 
Throughout the study, anonymity of the participants was 
strictly maintained. Most students completed the survey 
within the given time. The teacher-in charge of each class 
helped in maintaining discipline and silence throughout the 
session.

Statistical Analysis

The data analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS version 
27. Descriptive statistics, using means, frequency, and per-
centages were used to summarize the data. To explore the 
association between the four bullying roles (victim, bully, 
bully-victim, and no role) and various demographic vari-
ables such as gender, school type, grade, residence, and 
native language, Chi-square tests of independence were 
performed. Normality of data was examined through the 
Shapiro-Wilk test and plotting histograms. Due to non-nor-
mal distribution across bullying roles and a relatively small 
sample size, the Mann-Whitney U test was utilized to exam-
ine differences in physical and verbal bullying between boys 
and girls. To evaluate variations in pro-bullying attitudes 
across bullying roles among different grades, a one-way 
ANOVA was conducted. Independent sample t-tests were 
used to compare pro-bullying attitude scores across gender, 
school type, residence, and native language. Post hoc Tukey 
tests were used to compare the mean difference between 
groups. All p values < 0.05 (2-tailed) were considered sta-
tistically significant.
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reported victimization (n = 24), prevalent forms of verbal 
bullying included being called names (62.5%), being made 
fun of (58.3%), and having jokes played on them (58.3%). 
On the other hand, bully-victims who also bullied others 
(n = 24) reported common behaviors such as calling names 
(37.5%) and making threats of doing harmful things to oth-
ers (29.2%).

Gender Differences in Bullying

In the victims’ group, no statistically significant difference 
was found between males and females in terms of physical 
bullying (U = 331.5, p = .25) and verbal bullying (U = 489.5, 
p = .14). Among bullies, no statistically significant differ-
ence was observed between males and females in terms 
of physical bullying (U = 15, p = .44) and verbal bullying 
(U = 14, p = .36). Physical and verbal bullying did not sig-
nificantly differ in males and females among bully-victims 
who experienced victimization (Physical, U = 58, p = .50; 
Verbal, U = 57.5, p = .47) as well as those bullied others 
(Physical, U = 64.5, p = .75; Verbal, U = 60, p = .58). In the 
‘no role’ group, no statistically significant differences were 
found between males and females regarding physical bully-
ing (U = 51.5, p = .24) and verbal bullying (U = 46, p = .53).

Perceptions of Students Regarding Bullying

Participant perceptions regarding the locations where bully-
ing occurred, individuals involved, reasons for bullying/bul-
lied, school knowledge and response regarding the bullying 
incidents are presented in Table 3.

Locations of Bullying

The primary locations reported by participants across bul-
lying roles where bullying occurred included the class-
room, online or texting after school, afterschool areas, and 

Results

Bullying Roles

In our study, 47% of the students had bullying roles, while 
53% reported no experience of bullying or victimisation. 
The relationship between bullying roles and various demo-
graphic variables is summarized in Table 2. The analysis 
showed significant association between bullying roles and 
school type (χ2 (3) = 25.9, p < .001). Students from private 
school were more likely to be victims, bullies, and bully-
victims, whereas those in government schools were more 
likely to be in ‘no role’ group. There was a significant rela-
tionship between bullying roles and grade (χ2 (6) = 27.8, 
p < .001). Most of the students in ‘no role’ group were in 
grade VIII, followed by grades IX and VII. Students who 
reported being bullied were predominantly from grade VII 
and VIII, whereas those who reported bullying others or 
being bully-victims were more frequently from grade IX. 
The proportion of participants in various bullying roles dif-
fer by the area of residence (χ2 (3) = 15.2, p = .02). A higher 
percentage of ‘no role’ group resided in rural areas, whereas 
victims, bullies, and bully-victims were more prevalent in 
urban areas. There was no significant association found 
based on gender or being a native Kannada speaker.

Types of Bullying

Across all the bullying roles, verbal bullying emerged as 
more prevalent than physical bullying. Among those who 
reported being bullied (n = 57), common forms of ver-
bal bullying included being called names (54.4%), hav-
ing jokes played on them (47.7%), and being made fun of 
(40.4%). Among individuals who admitted to bullying oth-
ers (n = 13), common verbal bullying tactics reported were 
calling names (46.2%), making fun of others (46%), and 
playing jokes on them (46%). For those bully-victims who 

Table 2 Demographic characteristics of adolescents in bullying roles (N = 205)
Variables Bullying roles χ2

Victim Bully Bully-Victim No role
n % n % n % n %

Gender Male 26 30.2 6 7.0 10 11.6 44 51.2 0.3
Female 33 27.7 7 5.9 14 11.8 65 54.6

School Private 42 36.2 11 9.5 19 16.4 44 37.9 25.9**
Government 17 19.1 2 2.2 5 5.6 65 73.3

Grade VII 32 36.8 3 3.4 6 6.9 46 52.9 27.8**
VIII 16 25.4 3 4.8 3 4.8 41 65.1
IX 11 20.0 7 12.7 15 27.3 22 40.0

Residence Rural 19 21.6 2 2.3 7 8.0 60 68.2 15.2*
Urban 40 34.2 11 9.4 17 14.5 49 41.9

Kannada native language Yes 27 23.3 5 4.3 14 12.1 70 60.3 7.2
No 32 36.0 8 9.0 10 11.2 39 43.8

*p < .05. **p < .001
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the same grade (62.5% and 37.5%, respectively) as potential 
bullies, followed by someone with many friends (29.2%) 
and older boys (20.8%). In the ‘no role’ group, participants 
reported being bullied by individuals with many friends 
(25%), girls and boys in the same grade (18.8% each), and 
older boys (18.8%). Those who admitted to bullying others 
mentioned targeting both girls and boys in the same grade 
(33.3%) and individuals perceived as not smart (25%). 
Bully-victims who reported bullying others identified girls 
(52.2%) and boys (47.8%) in the same grade as their pri-
mary targets, followed by individuals perceived as popular 
and having many friends (21.7%).

Reasons for Bullying

Table 7 summarises the perceived reasons for bullying/
victimisations across different bullying roles. Attributes 
such as funny-looking face and being fat was cited among 
all bullying roles. Victims identified reasons for being 
bullied, including having funny-looking face, display-
ing frequent anger, being fat, and achieving good grades. 
Bullies reported reasons for bullying such as funny-look-
ing face, being fat, being in special education, and crying 

recess. Among those who reported victimization, a major-
ity (35.3%) mentioned texting as the medium for bullying 
(see Table 4). On the other hand, participants classified as 
bullies identified Facebook (40%) and Instagram (40%) as 
platforms used for bullying others. For bully-victims, Insta-
gram emerged as the major online medium for bullying. In 
comparison, the ‘no role’ group had fewer responses, with 
Twitter (50%) being reported as a platform where bullying 
occurred.

Persons Involved in Bullying

Participants identified individuals involved in bullying inci-
dents based on the roles they assumed. Victims, bully-vic-
tims, and those in the ‘no role’ group reported individuals 
they perceived as potential bullies (Table 5), while bullies 
and bully-victims reported their potential victims (Table 6). 
Individuals who reported being bullied indicated that girls 
in the same grade (42.6%) and boys in the same grade 
(40.7%) were common perpetrators, followed by someone 
with many friends (27.8%) and someone physically strong 
(18.5%). Bully-victims who experienced victimization, as 
well as those in ‘no role’ group, identified girls and boys in 

Table 3 Bullying in various locations
Locations Bullying roles

Victim Bully Bully-victim No role
Bully others Victimised

n % n % n % n % n %
Classroom 29 50.9 4 30.8 11 45.8 12 20.0 3 16.7
Online/texting outside school 17 29.8 5 38.5 14 58.3 12 20.0 6 33.3
After school 13 22.8 5 38.5 9 37.5 5 8.3 3 16.7
Bathroom 7 12.3 1 7.7 3 12.5 2 3.3 3 16.7
Recess 7 12.3 3 23.1 3 12.5 7 11.7 3 16.7
Sports 7 12.3 1 7.7 4 16.7 4 16.7 1 5.6
Bus 6 10.5 1 7.7 4 16.7 5 8.3 0 0
Dances 4 7.0 1 7.7 4 16.7 2 3.3 4 22.2
Before school 2 3.5 1 7.7 2 8.3 3 5.0 0 0
Note. Percentages shown in the table indicates the number of respondents for each option

Table 4 Bullying via texting/online outside school
Texting/online outside school Bullying roles

Victims
(n = 17)

Bully
(n = 5)

Bully-Victim No role
(n = 6)Bully others

(n = 15)
Victimised
(n = 12)

n % n % n % n % n %
Texting 6 35.3 1 20.0 3 20.0 4 33.3 0 0
Online gaming 5 29.4 1 20.0 4 26.7 4 33.3 1 16.7
WhatsApp 5 29.4 1 20.0 5 33.3 6 50.0 1 16.7
Facebook 3 17.6 2 40.0 5 33.3 4 33.3 0 0
Instagram 2 11.8 2 40.0 7 46.7 7 58.3 0 0
Email 1 5.9 1 20.0 1 6.7 1 8.3 1 16.7
Twitter 0 0 1 20.0 1 6.7 0 0 3 50.0
Note. Percentages shown in the table indicates the number of respondents for each option
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victimization including being fat, being short, and having 
a funny-looking face. In the ‘no role’ group, the reasons 
for bullying included being in special education, being fat, 
appearing weak, having a funny-looking face, and coming 
from a financially disadvantaged family.

frequently. Bully-victims who also bullied others perceived 
reasons for bullying including funny-looking face, being 
fat, being tall or short, appearing weak, being skinny, get-
ting angry, crying frequently, and specific ways of talking. 
Those who reported being victimized perceived reasons for 

Table 5 Bullies as reported by victims, bully-victims and no role groups
Bullies Victims

(n = 54)
Bully-Victims
(n = 24)

No role
(n = 16)

n % n % n %
Older boys 9 16.7 5 20.8 3 18.8
Older girls 2 3.7 3 12.5 1 6.3
Younger boys 5 9.3 3 12.5 2 12.5
Younger girls 5 9.3 0 0 2 12.5
Boys in same grade 22 40.7 9 37.5 3 18.8
Girls in same grade 23 42.6 15 62.5 3 18.8
Someone who is strong 10 18.5 4 16.7 1 6.3
Someone who is weak 2 3.7 0 0 0 0
Someone who has friends 15 27.8 7 29.2 4 25.0
Someone who doesn’t have many friends 4 7.4 3 12.5 1 6.3
Someone who is popular 9 16.7 1 4.2 0 0
Someone who is not popular 4 7.4 2 8.3 1 6.3
Someone who is smart 9 16.7 4 5.5 0 0
Someone who is not smart 6 11.1 2 8.3 0 0
Someone who is an adult 9 16.7 1 4.2 0 0
My girlfriend/boyfriend 5 9.3 1 4.2 0 0
My sister 7 13.0 4 16.7 0 0
Someone who is in my group of friends 7 13.0 4 16.7 0 0
Note. Percentages shown in the table indicates the number of respondents for each option

Victims Bullies
(n = 12)

Bully-Victims
(n = 23)

n % n %
Older boys 4 33.3 3 13.0
Older girls 1 8.3 3 13.0
Younger boys 2 16.7 1 4.3
Younger girls 3 25.0 1 4.3
Boys in same grade 4 33.3 11 47.8
Girls in same grade 4 33.3 12 52.2
Someone who is strong 1 8.3 1 4.3
Someone who is weak 2 16.7 2 8.7
Someone who I don’t know 1 8.3 1 4.3
Someone I was interested but never went out with 1 8.3 1 4.3
Someone who is powerful 2 16.7 0 0
Someone who is not powerful 1 8.3 0 0
Someone who has friends 2 16.7 5 21.7
Someone who doesn’t have many friends 1 8.3 3 13.0
Someone who is popular 1 8.3 5 21.7
Someone who is not popular 2 16.7 1 4.3
Someone who is smart 1 8.3 3 13.0
Someone who is not smart 3 25.0 4 17.4
Someone who is an adult 0 0 1 4.3
My girlfriend/boyfriend 1 8.3 1 4.3
My brother 1 8.3 1 4.3
My sister 2 16.7 1 4.3

Table 6 Victims as reported by 
bullies and bully-victims

Note. Percentages shown in the 
table indicates the number of 
respondents for each option

 

1 3



Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma

reported that their parents were unaware of the bullying 
incidents that they experienced.

Attitude Towards Bullying

The analysis of pro-bullying attitudes among various bul-
lying roles demonstrated marginal significance (F (3, 
161) = 2.6, p = .05). A significant difference was observed 
between victims and bully-victims (p = .03), but not between 
other groups. There was a statistically significant differ-
ence in pro-bullying attitudes among the different grades (F 
(2,162) = 6.5, p = .002). Differences were identified between 
seventh and eighth graders (p = .06), and eighth and ninth 

Knowledge and Response of the School Regarding Bullying

Victims (48%), bullies (54%) and bully-victims (those 
who bully others, 46%; those victimised, 54%) expressed 
uncertainty about whether the school staff and teachers were 
aware of the bullying incidents, thus were unsure about the 
staff’s response to the situation. Conversely, participants in 
the ‘no role’ group (56%) reported that the school staff and 
teachers were aware of bullying and responded effectively. 
A majority of the participants (69%) did not perceive bully-
ing as a problem in their school; however, 74% of bully-vic-
tims identified bullying as a significant problem. Regardless 
of their bullying roles, almost half of the participants (48%) 

Table 7 Reasons for bullying/being victimised perceived across bullying roles
Reasons Bullying roles

Victims
(n = 49)

Bully
(n = 13)

Bully-Victims
(n = 22)

No role
(n = 19)

Bully others Victimised
n % n % n % n % n %

Face looks funny 10 20.4 5 38.5 6 27.3 3 13.6 3 15.3
Fat 9 18.4 5 38.5 5 22.7 6 27.3 4 21.1
Skinny 1 2.0 2 15.4 3 13.6 1 4.5 1 5.3
Look too old 2 4.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Look too young 2 4.1 2 15.4 1 4.5 0 0 0 0
Is a wimp 3 6.1 1 7.7 3 13.6 1 4.5 4 21.1
Friends are weird 6 12.2 1 7.7 0 0 2 9.1 1 5.3
Sick a lot 3 6.1 0 0 0 0 1 4.5 0 0
Disabled 2 4.1 2 15.4 0 0 0 0 0 0
Get good grades 9 18.4 1 7.7 1 4.5 3 13.6 1 5.3
Get bad grades 4 8.2 2 15.4 1 4.5 0 0 2 10.5
Where they live 1 2.0 0 0 1 4.5 1 4.5 1 5.3
Clothes they wear 1 2.0 1 7.7 0 0 0 0 1 5.3
Colour of skin 5 10.2 3 23.1 1 4.5 0 0 0 0
Country they are from 2 4.1 2 15.4 2 9.1 0 0 0 0
Different 1 2.0 1 7.7 0 0 0 0 0 0
Church they go to 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Parents 1 2.0 0 0 1 4.5 0 0 1 5.3
Brother 2 4.1 1 7.7 1 4.5 1 4.5 0 0
Sister 5 10.2 1 7.7 1 4.5 0 0 0 0
Family is poor 3 6.1 0 0 0 0 1 4.5 3 15.8
Family has lot of money 2 4.1 2 15.4 1 4.5 0 0 0 0
Someone in the family has disability 2 4.1 1 7.7 0 0 0 0 0 0
Too tall 4 8.2 1 7.7 4 18.2 2 9.1 2 10.5
Too short 8 16.3 3 23.1 3 13.6 4 18.2 0 0
Special education 3 6.1 5 38.5 0 0 0 0 5 26.3
Angry a lot 10 20.4 3 23.1 3 13.6 2 9.1 1 5.3
Cry a lot 7 14.3 4 30.8 3 13.6 1 4.5 2 10.5
Cannot get along with 1 2.0 2 15.4 2 9.1 1 4.5 1 5.3
Gay 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Way of talking 7 14.3 1 7.7 3 13.6 2 9.1 1 5.3
Act too much like boy 1 2.0 1 7.7 2 9.1 1 4.5 0 0
Act too much like girl 2 4.1 1 7.7 0 0 1 4.5 0 0
Other 5 10.2 1 7.7 6 27.3 6 27.3 2 10.5
Note. Percentages shown in the table indicates the number of respondents for each option
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the Eastern Mediterranean and African regions showing the 
highest rates (43-45%), while Europe demonstrated the low-
est (8.4%). This wide variance in prevalence rates across 
and within countries may be attributed partly to the diverse 
methodologies and screening measures used in these stud-
ies. Varied questionnaire designs, encompassing single or 
multi-item assessments, differing definitions of bullying, 
and time frames (ranging from the past week to the last 
year) to measure bullying/victimization, contribute to the 
complexity of estimating prevalence. Moreover, cultural, 
and linguistic factors play a pivotal role in the reporting of 
bullying or victimization experiences (Zych et al., 2017). 
Culturally validated instruments that consider contextual 
relevance and linguistic understandability across diverse 
educational backgrounds, are crucial for obtaining accurate 
prevalence rates. Further research from different parts of the 
world, particularly from developing countries, is imperative 
to gain comprehensive understanding of school bullying 
(Biswas et al., 2020).

Gender Differences in Bullying

Our study revealed an equal involvement of both boys and 
girls in bullying, aligning with the findings of Kshirsagar 
et al. (2007) in Maharashtra. However, contrary evidence 
from various other studies suggests a higher involvement 
of boys in bullying compared to girls (Armitage, 2021; 
Chen & Elklit, 2017; Malhi et al., 2014, 2015; Munni & 
Malhi, 2006; Patel et al., 2017; Patel et al., 2020; Ramya & 
Kulkarni, 2011; Sethi et al., 2019). Moreover, our study into 
pro-bullying attitudes among genders showed that boys tend 
to hold more favorable attitudes towards bullying compared 
to girls. This is similar to the findings of Rigby (1997), who 
suggested that attitudes may serve as a precursor to the fre-
quency with which adolescents engage in bullying behav-
iour. This difference in attitudes may potentially stem from 
gender socialisation and entrenched gendered interaction 
patterns existing within families and schools, i.e., socially 
accepted norm portrays boys as more prone to aggression, 
where having a violent attitude is sometimes considered 
normative (Rosen & Nofziger, 2018). Our study found that 
both genders perceived girls and boys in the same grade in 
potential bullying roles, in addition to reports of older boys 
bullying younger students, targeting individuals considered 
‘not smart,’ popular peers, and those with many friends. Our 
study did not find gender differences in verbal or physical 
bullying or victimization, in contrast to studies that showed 
higher rates of physical bullying and victimization among 
boys, whereas girls are more likely to report verbal or rela-
tional bullying and victimization (Pepler et al., 2008; Men-
esini & Salmivalli, 2017). The diminishing gender gap for 

graders (p = .04), but not between seventh and nineth grad-
ers (p = .81).

Table 8 shows pro-bullying attitude scores across gender, 
school type, residence, and native language. Male partici-
pants exhibited a higher pro-bullying attitude (28.7 ± 8.6) 
compared to female participants (25.2 ± 7.1) (t (163) = 2.8, 
p = .005). A significant difference was found between stu-
dents from the private and government school (t (163) = 6.2, 
p < .001) with higher pro-bullying scores recorded among 
government school students (32.1 ± 5.9) compared to pri-
vate school students (24.4 ± 7.7). Participants coming 
from rural residences had a higher pro-bullying attitude 
(32 ± 6.3) compared to their urban counterparts (24.1 ± 7.4) 
(t (163) = 6.6, p < .001). Participants with Kannada as 
their native language exhibited higher pro-bullying scores 
(28.2 ± 8) compared to those who did not (25.3 ± 7.7) (t 
(163) = 2.4, p = .01).

Discussion

Bullying Roles

The study revealed that 47% of adolescents in seventh to 
ninth grades had experiences as victims, bullies, or bully-
victims. This prevalence, while comparable to a system-
atic review by Thakkar et al. (2020), appears lower than 
the reported rates in other studies conducted in Karnataka 
(Chhabria et al., 2020; Ramya & Kulkarni, 2011; Ranjith et 
al., 2019). Notably, the rates of bullying perpetration (rang-
ing from 7 to 31%) and victimization (ranging from 9 to 
80%) in Indian studies vary widely, as reported by Thakkar 
et al. (2020). When contrasted with international studies, our 
findings of any victimization at 47% is higher compared to 
the prevalence reported in other regions, such as 23% (Chu-
dal et al., 2022) and 22% (Chen & Elklit, 2017). Studies on 
global prevalence of bullying victimisation, such as the one 
conducted by Biswas et al. (2020) across 83 countries, dem-
onstrated a pooled prevalence of 30.5% for bullying vic-
timization among 12-17-year-olds, irrespective of income 
status. Prevalence varied significantly across regions, with 

Table 8 Pro-bullying attitude
Variables n M SD t
Gender Male 71 28.7 8.6 2.8*

Female 94 25.2 7.1
School Private 115 24.4 7.7 6.2*

Government 50 32.1 5.9
Residence Rural 54 32.0 6.3 6.6*

Urban 111 24.1 7.4
Kannada as native 
language

Yes 82 28.2 8.0 2.4*
No 83 25.3 7.7

*p < .05
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as a prevalent form of harassment among the students, a 
trend echoed in a study conducted in high schoolers (Bhat 
et al., 2017). Social networking sites such as WhatsApp, 
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter were commonly reported 
platforms where bullying occurred irrespective of bullying 
roles. Online gaming forums enabling multiplayer modes, 
were reported as the main platforms for cyberbullying. 
Implementing measures to prevent and monitor cyberbul-
lying is imperative. Educating school administrators, par-
ents, and students on parental controls, privacy and security 
settings, and the need for close monitoring of social media 
usage or developing clear policies and protocols specifically 
addressing cyberbullying could be instrumental (Espelage 
& Hong, 2017; Santre, 2022). Moreover, studies suggest 
that reduced computer usage among adolescents has been 
linked to decreased cyberbullying victimization (Hong et 
al., 2023).

Reasons for Bullying

The primary reasons for being bullied or bullying others 
were often related to physical attributes such as weight, 
facial appearance, height, skin color, among others, followed 
by factors like academic performance, being in remedial or 
special education, and family economic status. Attribution 
theory suggests that individuals’ perceptions of events often 
shape their reactions more than the actual reality of those 
events (Pickens, 2005). Those perceived as different in any 
way were more likely to be bullied, with physical appear-
ance being a major cause followed by skin color (Swearer 
& Cary, 2003; Patel et al., 2017; Nazir, 2019). Moreover, 
studies in India have shown an association between socio-
economic status (SES) and victimization. Children from 
lower SES backgrounds experienced more physical victim-
ization, while those from higher SES backgrounds encoun-
tered more relational victimization (Malhi et al., 2015). 
Poor academic performance has also been associated with 
bully victimization in India (Patel et al., 2017). Addition-
ally, Thakkar et al. (2020) found a relationship between reli-
gion and victimization, suggesting that non-Hindu children 
were more likely to be classified as victims as compared 
to Hindu children, although we did not record the religious 
affiliations of the children in our study. Prevention programs 
should emphasize the importance of inclusion and foster 
an environment that values diversity among students for 
healthy social development.

Knowledge and Response of the School Regarding 
Bullying

School staff and teachers’ response to a bullying scenario 
from the perspective of a student is very important as they 

these behaviour demands widespread scrutiny and further 
investigation in this area (Malik & Mehta, 2016).

Types of Bullying

Our examination of bullying types among adolescents 
revealed that, like most of the other studies done in India 
(Chhabria et al., 2020; Patel et al., 2017; Rana et al., 2020; 
Thakkar et al., 2020), verbal bullying emerged as the fre-
quently reported form in our sample. Instances of name 
calling, being made fun of, and playing jokes were frequent 
experiences observed across bullying roles. This pattern 
aligns with previous research findings (Kshirsagar et al., 
2007; Patel et al., 2020; Ramya & Kulkarni, 2011). Despite 
its seemingly innocuous nature, verbal bullying hurts, and 
causes more enduring damage to the individual than other 
forms. Many studies have associated verbal bullying with 
adverse effects on mental health, including low self-esteem, 
conduct problems, depression, anxiety, and suicidal tenden-
cies (Özdemir & Stattin, 2011; Malhi et al., 2014). Fur-
thermore, it can result in educational consequences such as 
school absenteeism and anticipation of failure. Children fre-
quently involved in bullying have an increased risk of adult 
adversities (Armitage, 2021).

Bullying Profile

In our study, there were a higher prevalence of bullying 
with more victims, bullies, and bully-victims in the private 
school. This discrepancy in prevalence rates between school 
types might be attributed to the lesser homogeneity observed 
in socioeconomic status within private schools (Rana et 
al., 2020). Additionally, differences in bullying roles were 
observed across the school grades, with more victims in the 
seventh grade, and a higher prevalence of bullies and bully-
victims in the ninth grade. This finding aligns with research 
indicating a decline in victimization during transition from 
grades, while bullying perpetration tends to remain stable 
within this population (Wang et al., 2016).

Most participants identified several locations where bul-
lying commonly occurred, including classrooms, texting 
or online after school, in areas after regular school hours, 
and during recess (Malhi et al., 2015; Swearer & Cary, 
2003). These locations shared a common characteristic of 
limited adult supervision. Studies consistently support this 
argument that bullying occurs in areas where staff pres-
ence appears low or when there is limited staff on duty. To 
prevent bullying, teachers should increase their supervision 
and take greater responsibility. Establishing the culture of 
respect, care, and safety while communicating that bullying 
is not acceptable in any form is pivotal (Gomba & Chen 
Tsai, 2012). Bullying via texting or online platform emerged 
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Conclusions

The current findings indicated the adolescent involvement 
in various forms of bullying, requiring attention from the 
concerned authorities. Studying the perceptions on loca-
tions, individuals, reasons, and attitudes towards bullying, 
contributes to the sparse literature within the Indian context. 
The complexity inherent in the phenomenon of bullying 
phenomenon was apparent as it extends beyond behavioral 
aspects, including perceptions and attitudes (Swearer, 2003). 
Schools are optimal settings for developing, implementing, 
and investigating bullying prevention programs. Our find-
ings suggests, bullying prevention programs should address 
the diverse roles individuals assume in bullying scenarios, 
their perceptions and attitudes towards bullying, adequate 
teacher and staff trainings to equip them with resources, and 
enabling parental supervision to promote a culture free from 
bullying. Schools must partner with researchers and men-
tal health advocates to help plan, develop, and guide pre-
vention and intervention programs (Swearer, 2003), adopt 
antibullying policies specific to their ecology, and com-
municate these policies to all school members for effective 
implementation.
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are more likely to pick up the very same attitude. Our study 
found a clear lack of awareness among students regarding 
the school’s response to bullying incidents, a trend consis-
tent with findings from several studies conducted in India 
(Bhat et al., 2017; Kshirsagar et al., 2007; Malhi et al., 2015; 
Ramya & Kulkarni, 2011). This lack of awareness may stem 
from insufficient understanding of the school policies or ter-
minologies related to bullying incidents. Many participants 
indicated that their parents were unaware of the bullying 
incidents that they faced, which is understandable when the 
students themselves do not recognize bullying as a preva-
lent problem in their environment. It underscores the neces-
sity for clear communication among school staff, consistent 
reporting procedures, and instilling trust in their ability to 
address such incidents. Empowering staff through compre-
hensive training to effectively handle and prevent bullying 
is crucial, as they serve as pivotal sources of support for 
students.

The Government of India has taken measures to com-
bat bullying and cyberbullying in schools by implementing 
mandatory anti-ragging committees and initiating cyber-
safety awareness campaigns in certain states (Kaur & Saini, 
2023). Additionally, legal provisions have been established 
to address online offenses (Kaur & Saini, 2023). However, 
there is currently no standardized nationwide anti-bullying 
program in schools. Instead, there are ongoing efforts to 
develop specific multicomponent intervention programs tai-
lored for schools in India (e.g. Rana et al., 2022).

Limitations

The present study had several limitations. Firstly, its cross-
sectional nature limits the ability to establish causal rela-
tionships among the variables. Secondly, due to the small 
sample size, gender differences within the profiles across 
bullying roles could not be thoroughly examined. Addition-
ally, reliance on self-reported data without external vali-
dation, particularly concerning attitudes and perceptions, 
may present biases, as children tend to underestimate their 
aggressive behavior while endorsing more prosocial behav-
ior in self-reports (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Moreover, the 
study was conducted in only two co-educational schools in 
Udupi taluk, Karnataka, which limits generalizability. Fur-
thermore, the absence of an assessment related to functional 
outcomes limits our understanding of the broader impact of 
bullying.
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