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Abstract
This article examines alternative and supplementary ways in which theorists and researchers have sought to account for  
bullying behavior among students in schools. Contemporary explanations acknowledge the variety, complexity, and inter-
activity of both person and environmental factors in determining acts of bullying in schools. Two explanatory models or 
frameworks are described: (i) an adaptation of the theory of planned behavior proposed by Ajzen (Organizational Behavior 
and Human Decision Processes 50:179–211, 1991); and (ii) the comprehensive model of bullying (CMB) by Rigby (Mul-
tiperspectivity in school bullying, page 64. Routlege, 2021b). The strengths and limitations of these models are discussed, 
together with applications in addressing school bullying.
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The rise of concern since the early 1990s over bullying in 
schools has led to a proliferation of theoretical explanations 
for why it is so prevalent among schoolchildren. Estimates 
derived from 71 countries reported by UNESCO (2019)  
suggest that around 32% of schoolchildren between the  
ages of 9 and 15 years were bullied for one or more days 
during the previous month. Analyses of trend data by 
UNESCO have shown that despite increasing attention 
to the problem, over half (55%) of these countries have 
reported no significant reductions. Although some care-
fully evaluated interventions to reduce bullying in schools 
have been modestly successful (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), a  
large majority have had little or no effect. At the same time, 
numerous studies have shown that bullying behavior has 
the effect of seriously reducing the wellbeing and men-
tal health and learning of victimized students (Armitage, 
2021). In the light of these findings, more effective means 
of intervening to reduce bullying are needed, and these need 
to be grounded in an understanding of why bullying takes 
place in schools. This article seeks to examine a range of  
theoretical explanations for bullying behavior and describes 
two models that exhibit both strengths and limitations in  

describing why bullying occurs in schools and how it may 
be countered.

Explanations must begin an acceptable definition of  
bullying. It is conceived as a subset of aggression. Although 
some views on what precisely constitutes bullying behavior  
remain controversial, the formulation of the definition  
proposed by Olweus (1993, p.9) has been broadly accepted 
by most researchers: that is, “a student is being bullied or 
victimized when he or she is exposed repeatedly and over 
time to negative actions on the part of one or more other 
students.” Crucial elements generally include (i) bullying 
is intentional and deliberate; (ii) it occurs in a situation in 
which there is an imbalance of power; and (iii) it is repeated 
over time. What may constitute “negative actions” has 
expanded more recently to include not only direct actions 
such as striking people and face-to-face verbal abuse, but 
also indirect negative actions such as exclusion, rumor 
spreading, and cyber bullying. In general terms, bullying 
has been viewed as a systematic abuse of power (Smith & 
Sharp, 1994) and by Tattum and Tattum (1992, p.147) as 
“a conscious, willful desire to hurt another person and put 
him/her under stress.” This latter view is inadequate as a 
definition of bullying, which is recognized as a behavior. 
However, it draws attention to the motivational core of  
bullying, which may be seen as a state of mind, specifically 
a “desire.” Whether bullying can best be understood as a 
consequence of individual volition, as distinct from broader 
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considerations such as group dynamics and the caring-ness 
or otherwise of the social milieu, has been questioned in a 
recent set of recommendations by a UNESCO committee on 
school violence (Cornu et al., 2022).

This article provides a brief survey of theoretical perspec-
tives that have been thought to be relevant to understanding 
and explaining bullying in schools, together with supportive 
empirical findings. Two models purporting to explain bully-
ing are described, linking, where possible, with theoretical 
formulations and reported findings. The models are then 
critically discussed as to their adequacy and potential value 
in assisting schools in addressing the problem of bullying.

Theoretical Explanations

Theoretical explanations of bullying may be categorized 
under three general headings: (1) the nature of the beast, 
an idiom that conveys the inherent or essential quality or 
character of something, which cannot be changed and 
must be accepted (see Anderson, 2022); (2) the nature of 
the environment, that is, the aggregate of external agents 
or conditions—physical, biological, social, and cultural—
that influence the functions of an organism (APA, 2022);  
and (3) interaction between (1) and (2). Although different 
emphases may be placed on the “nature of the beast” and/
or the nature of the environment in explaining bullying in 
schools, it is generally understood that a full explanation of 
bullying requires an examination of how each contributes 
and how the two interact with one another. According to a 
heuristic formula proposed by Lewin (1936), B = f (P, E), 
where B is the behavior (in this case “bullying”) and P stands 
for person—that is, the “beast” in question—and E is the 
environment.

Evolutionary psychology has produced a basic explana-
tion of bullying that emphasizes what is “given” in the nature 
of living beings. Bullying is seen as an evolved adaptive 
strategy, practiced by both non-humans and humans, that 
offers benefits to its practitioners through the achievement 
of somatic, sexual, and dominance goals (Volk et al., 2012). 
Evolutionary theories of bullying acknowledge the signifi-
cant role that the environment may play in the development 
of bullying behavior. However, as pointed out by Volk et al., 
despite substantial variations in environmental conditions, 
bullying among students is prevalent in all countries.

Related to the evolutionary view of bullying is the so-
called dominance theory (Evans & Smokowski, 2016), 
according to which individuals and groups are motivated to 
bully others in order to gain and secure social capital, that 
is, to the benefits gained from social relationships (Putnam, 
2000). Dominance per se may be for some individuals a 
means to an end, rather than an end in itself.

Consistent with the claims of evolutionary psychologists, 
there is evidence that the tendency of children to bully oth-
ers is influenced by genetic factors. For instance, it has been 
reported that identical twins are significantly more likely 
to be similar in their tendency to bully others than are fra-
ternal twins, even when the identical twins are reared apart 
(Ball et al., 2008). More recently, genetic material derived 
from analyses of samples of blood and saliva has been used 
to predict bullying behavior of children, as rated by fellow 
students (Musci et al., 2018). This is not to deny the influ-
ence of environmental factors but rather to support the view 
that genetics play an influential role in explaining bullying 
behavior.

Some explanations of bullying behavior emphasize the 
role of personality conceived as a set of relatively endur-
ing psychological characteristics that affect the way people 
behave. For instance, Farrell and Volk (2017) see bullying as 
the product of an anti-social personality described by them 
as a predatory, exploitive personality trait. Research findings 
based on personality assessments indicate that children who 
bully tend to be relatively extraverted, psychotic, sadistic, 
narcissistic, Machiavellian, disagreeable, and deficient in 
emotional empathy (Vangeel et al., 2017). These qualities 
are, to some degree, genetically determined (Veldkamp 
et al., 2019). A further claim is that bullying behavior can 
be explained by psychoanalytical theory, according to which 
bullying can be seen as the outcome of a disposition to pro-
tect one’s ego through the use of projection and/or scape-
goating (Dixon & Smith, 2011; Wampold, 2015).

In explaining aggression, a central role has sometimes 
been accorded to the consequences of frustration and/or 
being placed under considerable strain through negative 
life events with which a person is unable to cope. The clas-
sic definition of frustration in psychology is any event or 
stimulus that prevents an individual from attaining a goal 
and its accompanying reinforcement quality (Dollard et al., 
1939). On the basis of empirical studies, it has been reported 
that experiencing frustration, even if unintended, commonly 
leads to a person acting aggressively (Berkowitz, 1989). This 
may include bullying behavior. For instance, levels of school 
bullying have been reported as relatively high in schools in 
England where community resentment and associated frus-
tration have been aroused by increases in foreign migration 
(Denti, 2021). For some students and families, such per-
ceived “intrusion” may constitute a strain leading to anti-
social acts such as bullying (Agnew, 1992).

At the same time, not every instance of frustration or 
negative life events leads to acts of interpersonal aggres-
sion. Hence, one aspect or dimension of personality relevant 
to bullying is tolerance of frustration. As predicted, Potard 
et al. (2021) have confirmed that adolescent schoolchildren 
in France who were identified as bullies were more likely 
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than those not involved bullying to report a relatively low 
level of tolerance of frustration on a Frustration Discom-
fort Scale. This result was significant on two subscales, 
one relating to entitlement, “I can’t stand it when people go 
against my wishes,” and one to achievement, “I can’t bear 
the frustration of not achieving my goals.”

Persons may be described according to cognitive capaci-
ties or modes of thinking that are related to bullying. Expla-
nations of bullying may be derived from cognitive theory 
as developed by Bandura (1999). It has been reported that 
children who bully tend to be morally disengaged (Hymel & 
Bonnanno, 2014). They commonly invent reasons why a vic-
tim deserves to be hurt and are untroubled by any scruples 
(Thornberg & Jungert, 2014). It has been further claimed 
that having a greater cognitive capacity for discerning what 
others may be thinking, as in theory of mind, may advantage 
some prospective bullies who choose to exploit this capacity 
(Smith, 2017).

The person (P) in the Lewin formulation may also include 
age and gender. Both these factors have been found to be 
related to bullying behavior. Increases in its prevalence in 
schools have been reported as occurring in early adoles-
cence. Boys are more commonly reported as perpetrators, at 
least as far as physical bullying is concerned; however, this 
difference may not extend to other forms of bullying, such as 
verbal and cyber bullying (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017) and 
can depend on the cultural background (Rigby et al., 2019).

The Environment (E)

The most general theory to account for behavior including 
bullying is reinforcement theory, as propounded by Skinner 
(1953). This theory dismisses the need to postulate any inter-
nal states, such as “desire” to explain bullying behavior. It is 
claimed that all bullying can best be understood as a conse-
quence of certain actions, defined as bullying, being taken 
and positively reinforced. Positive behavior support programs 
in schools to counter bullying are based on the assumption 
that bullying will cease if it is not reinforced (Ross & Horner, 
2009). In more recent years, learning theorists have sought to 
explain bullying by expanding the “purer” Skinnerian version 
of how learning occurs to include more cognitive factors and 
the importance of modeling in the acquisition of bullying 
behaviors (Bandura, 1977).

Other explanations specify features of the environment 
that give rise to bullying. These may include physical  
features such as the ambient temperature in one’s locality 
(Wei et al., 2017) and the built environment in which one 
spends time (Fram & Dickman, 2012). More commonly, 
attention is paid to the social environment, past and present. 
Following the seminal work of Bronfenbrenner (2009), a  
variety of social systems and influences have been identified 

as contributing to bullying behavior (See Espelage, 2014; 
Swearer & Hymel, 2015; Hornby, 2015). These include 
interacting microsystems in the immediate environment, 
such as the home, the local neighborhood, and the school. 
Other more expansive systems involve society and culture, 
within which government policies, the Law, and the media 
may play a part (Rigby, 2021b). Each of these ecological 
systems is conceived as interacting with and influencing 
each other in all aspects of the children’s lives, including 
their interpersonal relations at school, and may, in some  
circumstances, result in bullying.

Research findings have supported some of the claims 
that aspects of the social ecology may influence the occur-
rence of bullying in schools. The home environment of 
children who experience cold, authoritarian parenting has 
been reported as being more likely than others to bully their 
peers at school (Connell et al., 2016; Rigby, 2013). Levels 
of reported bullying in school have been found to be much 
higher in some neighborhoods and communities than oth-
ers; for example, they have been reported to be significantly 
higher in countries with greater economic inequality (Elgar 
et al., 2009). The ethos of the school attended by a child, as 
indicated by prevailing attitudes, values, and behaviors of 
students and teachers, is reportedly related to how children 
interact with their peers, with bullying perpetration being 
less prevalent in schools in which children feel supported 
by school staff (Modin et al., 2017; Thornberg et al., 2018). 
Social norms endorsed by peer or friendship groups, espe-
cially in relation to negative treatment of outsiders and those 
against whom there is bias or prejudice, are seen as contrib-
uting to bullying (Perkins et al., 2011).

The complexity of explaining bullying within an ecologi-
cal framework becomes evident when the nature of interac-
tions between the factors is considered. For example, the 
influence of an oppressive home environment may have 
more adverse consequences for a child when combined with 
negative school ethos, or have a less negative effect if com-
bined with positive relations with teachers.

Interactions Between P and E

Reverting to the Lewin formulation, as adapted, B (bullying) = f 
(P, E), one may ask how in practice this may help in explaining 
bullying. It requires us to consider how effects traceably to the 
environment are modified in accordance with the nature of 
individual persons. One might expect some ecological factors 
to influence bullying behavior more so or less so, according 
to the personal qualities of the child. As an example, a child 
with a low tolerance of frustration may become aggressive 
and engage in bullying in one school, but not in another school 
where he or she is helped by a teacher to control negative emo-
tions. The relationship between a person and the environment 
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can be viewed as reciprocal. A person is not only acted on by 
the environment but may also act to modify the environment, 
which in turn may produce changes in the person. For instance, 
learning not to over-react to provocation may lead to a change 
in how a child is treated by others at school, that is, produce a 
change in the social environment and, as a consequence, how 
he or she subsequently treats others.

A number of heuristic models have been constructed to 
identify factors, relationships, and inter-relationships that 
are thought to be relevant to understanding and explain-
ing bullying in schools. They may differ in two ways: first 
according to the selection of variables considered relevant 
and, second, whether they indicate a “process” according to 
which selected independent variables bring about bullying 
behavior.

A wide range of relevant variables have been suggested 
by Astor and Benbenishty (2018). These are differentiated 
according to whether they are (i) internal factors, that is, 
ones that operate within a school, such as school climate, 
school leadership, availability of resources, and disciplinary 
procedures, and (ii) external factors, such as home back-
ground, neighborhood, and the mass media. Internal and 
external factors are seen as interacting in ways that may 
change over time. Person factors, apart from age and gen-
der, are not considered; genetic influences or personality or 
attitude variables are not seen as playing any part. Acknowl-
edging that evidence for the associations between measures 
of the factors is correlational, the authors do not claim direc-
tional, causal links between the variables. They point out, 
for instance, that a reduction in bullying in a school may 
result in an improvement in the school climate, which may 
further reduce bullying prevalence. Whilst their contribution 
notes a wide range of ecological factors that may influence 
bullying behavior, they do not attempt to show how such 
factors may, in combination, determine bullying behavior. 

The two models to be examined in this article describe or 
imply a “process” according to which environmental and 
person-related variables in combination give rise to bully-
ing behavior.

The first model is derived from the theory of reasoned 
action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), further elaborated by 
Ajzen (1991) in the theory of planned behavior. In an 
adaptation of this model (Rigby, 1997), three factors 
were identified as interacting and contributing to the 
intention to bully someone, (i) personal attitudes towards 
bullying behavior, seen as a consequence of a history of 
reinforcement following acts of bullying, (ii) perceived or 
subjective norms regarding bullying, and (iii) perceived 
behavioral control, that is, belief in one’s capacity to 
carry out the action of bullying. Factors (i) and (iii) are 
regarded as related to person. Normative influences, filtered 
through individual perceptions, relate to the environment. 
Collectively, these factors were thought to predict intention 
to act. Ajzen claimed that the intention to act is closely 
related to actually doing so. Thus, if a person has a positive 
attitude towards bullying behavior, believes that significant 
others, for example, a friendship group, actually support 
bullying behavior, and holds the belief that he or she is able 
to bully someone, then, according to the model, bullying is 
more likely to result. Unlike the model proposed by Astor 
and Benbenishty, hypothesized relationships predicting 
bullying behavior are testable (see Fig. 1).

The planned behavior model has some theoretical and 
empirical support. It draws upon principles of reinforcement 
theory as applied in bullying interventions (Ross & 
Horner, 2009) and also upon social cognitive theory in 
highlighting the influence of perceived social norms among 
students (Burns et al., 2008; Salmivalli, 2010). The model 
includes the factor of perceived capability to perform an 
act of bullying, thereby recognizing that it can occur in 

Fig. 1   Application of the model 
of planned behavior to bullying, 
based on Ajzen (1991)
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circumstances in which there is an imbalance of power 
favoring the bully (Olweus, 1993). This model has used 
in several studies of adolescent schoolchildren to predict 
intention to bully (Rigby, 1997) and, more specifically, to 
engage in cyber bullying (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2014; 
Auemaneekul et al., 2020; Siriporn, 2021). In each study, 
all three factors, independently and collectively, made 
significant contributions.

A second model is more comprehensive in its inclusion 
of factors that may influence bullying behavior and also 
includes a description of how what may follow once the 
intention to bully has been made. The comprehensive 
model of bullying (CMB) as described by Rigby (2021b) is 
distinctive in being based largely on the assumption made by 
Tattum and Tattum that bullying behavior is driven primarily 
by a desire on the part of a perpetrator to hurt or place 

someone under stress. Desire is seen here as a disposition 
or state of mind to act to bring about a specific outcome 
(Anscombe, 2000; Rigby, 2012a, b, 2021b). It assumes 
that this hypothesized desire is determined by genetic or 
personality factors, together with a range of ecological 
factors. The stronger the influence in increasing the desire 
to hurt or place someone under stress, the more likely it is 
that a child will engage in aggressive and possibly bullying 
behavior. How the hypothesized desire may be generated is 
suggested in Fig. 2, together with possible sequelae.

As in the formulation of Astor and Benbenishty, a num-
ber of relevant environmental factors are identified. These 
include an authoritarian and abusive home background 
(Georgiou et al., 2013), a troublesome neighborhood (Bowes 
et al., 2009), and a negative school ethos (Modin et al., 2017) 
as indicated by negative relations between students and staff 

Fig. 2   The comprehensive bul-
lying model (CBM)
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members. Negative and non-accepting attitudes towards 
other students may also contribute to bullying behavior. A 
qualitative study of how students in primary and secondary 
schools in Australia felt about “children at this school” indi-
cated that negative judgements were expressed by 24% of the 
students, as in being “stupid,” “mean,” “bitchy,” “stuck up,” 
“uncool,” and “idiots.” Students making such judgements 
were also significantly more likely than others to report 
engaging in bullying at school (Rigby & Bortolozzo, 2013).

A set of person factors are also identified, including extra-
version, low empathy, disagreeableness, and sadism. The 
environmental and person factors are seen as contributing in 
some way, directly or through interaction with each other, to 
produce a frame of mind characterized as having, in varying 
degrees, a desire to act hurt or pressure another person, and 
which under some conditions and circumstances could result 
in bullying behavior.

Whether children actually engage in aggressive behavior is 
seen to depend, in part, on whether the desire is sufficiently 
intense and sustained. It may dissipate over time without any 
aggression being expressed. Whether any aggression involves 
bullying (as distinct from conflict between individuals or 
groups of equal or similar power) may depend in part on 
the moral engagement or otherwise of the potential perpe-
trator. Morally disengaged students are seen as more likely 
to engage in bullying. Such disengagement is likely to be 
influenced by group membership and the social norms they 
share, as well as by personal prejudice (Iannello et al., 2021).

This model also draws attention to possible sequelae. 
These include (i) decisions made as to the person or persons 
to be targeted; (ii) the method(s) to be employed in carrying 
out the bullying, e.g., physical, verbal, and/or cyber; (iii) 
reactions of the targeted person(s) when the bullying is 
attempted, e.g., resisting and calling on help; (iv) opposing 
(restraining) or supporting (facilitating) bystander responses; 
and (v) the perceived presence and effectiveness of teacher 
surveillance and/or intervention. Given the perceived 
“successes, and especially the satisfaction it gives to the 
perpetrator, one might expect in some cases a cycle would be 
set up, with others joining in, so that the bullying becomes 
more difficult to stop.

Discussion

Finding better, more comprehensive explanations for the 
occurrence of bullying in schools is an important step 
towards developing anti-bully policies and effective method 
of prevention and intervention. Many suggestions have 
been made as to the origins of this prevalent and harmful 
form of behavior. Various explanations have been proposed 
drawing on evolutionary psychology, behavioral genetics, 

reinforcement theory, frustration-aggression theory, strain 
theory, personality theory, social ecology, and cognitive 
theory. The models described above draw upon some of 
the reported findings and theoretical explanation relating 
to bullying behavior and are consistent with the view that 
bullying is an outcome of both person and environmental 
factors.

The model based on the theory of planned behavior 
recognizes that environmental and personal factors may 
interact in determining bullying, for instance, perceived 
social norms and enduring attitudes to bullying (considered 
a person attribute) seen as derived from a history of rein-
forcement. It challenges schools to consider how negative 
social group norms can be countered and the part that can 
be played through reinforcing positive, pro-social behavior. 
It also recognizes that bullying necessarily involves a per-
ceived imbalance of power, which may in some cases be 
reduced, arguably by teaching targeted children to be more 
assertive, as appropriate. However, it may be criticized in 
being too narrowly conceived and as not including other 
factors that need to be taken into account in addressing bul-
lying, such as a genetic predisposition, home background, 
and school ethos. Finally, it does not recognize the central 
role of motivation and how a state of mind prone to bully 
others can be managed.

The CMB provides a more comprehensive explanation of 
bullying behavior. It draws attention to the contribution of 
a range of person and environmental factors that have been 
identified as potentially influencing bullying behavior. It dif-
fers from the other models in postulating a state of mind, a 
desire to hurt or place another under stress, that may, under 
some conditions, motivate and give rise to bullying behavior. 
Inspection of the model may enable schools to identify steps 
that can be taken to prevent bullying or respond effectively 
to actual cases.

1.	 First, in focusing on the state of mind in students, namely 
a desire to hurt or place another under stress as leading 
to bullying behavior, educators are challenged to exam-
ine what they can do to reduce unnecessary sources of 
frustration or strain in the school for example, by promot-
ing interpersonal empathy (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006); 
developing a supportive and caring school environment 
(Smit & Scherman, 2016); encouraging cooperative learn-
ing (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2019); and working construc-
tively with parents (Healy & Sanders, 2014).

2.	 It draws attention to students in a chronic or recurrent 
states of hostility and how they might be helped to regu-
late their emotions, for example, by teaching techniques of 
mindfulness (Foody & Samara, 2018) and/or conducting 
motivational interviewing with students who bully and are 
seeking help to change their behavior (Cross et al., 2018).
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3.	 In considering the decision-making process whereby 
a student takes action to bully someone, attention is 
directed towards the means by which moral disengage-
ment can be discouraged among students through coun-
selling (Campaert et al., 2017).

4.	 As well as seeking to develop a school ethos that may 
prevent bullying, the model may encourage schools to 
develop more effective and appropriate intervention 
methods, recognizing that a failure to stop cases of bul-
lying from continuing can set up a cycle of bullying that 
may become more difficult to deal with, as more stu-
dents may join in the bullying (Rigby, 2012a, b, 2021a).

5.	 It identifies the importance of bystander behavior, 
given the strong influence of positive bystander action 
in stopping cases from continuing (Hawkins et al., 2001; 
Salmivalli, 2014). Teachers can encourage positive 
bystander action to assist victims through classroom 
discussions (Rigby & Johnson, 2006a, 2006b). There 
is, however, a danger that by their actions bystanders 
can draw attention to the status of victims and put them 
more at risk of being bullied (Healy, 2020)–and thereby 
perpetuate the problem.

Limitations and Criticism

The question remains as to why given experiences, such as 
perceived social norms supporting bullying and abusive, 
authoritarian parenting, should result in the desire to hurt 
and in some cases bullying behavior. Possible explana-
tions for following social norms have included the desire to 
belong to an admired group who approve of the bullying, 
the acquisition of a positive self-image, and a fear of rejec-
tion and isolation if one adopts a contrary attitude (Gross & 
Vostroknutov, 2022). Why abusive parenting and negative 
school ethos may lead to children bullying others may also 
be seen as a consequence of frustration, especially among 
students with low tolerance for frustration, as suggested by 
the frustration-aggression hypothesis.

However, arguably, not all bullying may involve an 
aggressive intent. The motivation may, for instance, be a 
desire to increase or maintain one’s status in a group and/
or to be admired by some peers (Veenstra et al., 2010). In 
such cases, the aim is not to hurt, though it may well do so. 
Parents and others may at times encourage and reinforce such 
behavior, mindful that their children’s “success” (defined by 
“social status”) may be achieved by dominating others in 
ways that may be viewed as non-malign. It may therefore 
be that the model is limited in its application to bullying 
behavior that involves an intention of the bully to harm 
another person. It would be of interest to discover how often 
a desire to hurt is present in cases of bullying as distinct from 
bullying that does not include such an element.

Conclusion

According to the famous maxim of Kurt Lewin (1951), there 
is nothing more practical than a good theory. It is with this 
expectation that one may follow the trail of his formula, as 
adapted: B (bullying) = f (P, E). How successful this journey 
can be remains to be seen. The models presented here were 
consistent with empirical findings in relating bullying behavior 
to ecological and person variables. Furthermore, the models 
discussed can be used to draw attention to points at which 
appropriate interventions may be undertaken by schools to 
prevent bullying from occurring or from continuing and provide 
justifications for various actions in addressing the problem.
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