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Abstract
The focus of this study was to map the scale and nature of bullying and violence 
in schools across Birmingham Local Authority.  2,132 pupils aged 9- to 14-
years-old drawn from sixteen schools, including primary and secondary schools, 
a special school and a Pupil Referral Unit, participated.  A self-complete 
anonymous questionnaire survey was conducted during the autumn term using 
an adapted version of the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire (1996).  
Results suggest that 40% of primary children and 33% of secondary children 
had been bullied �once or twice� or more.  A significant relationship was 
observed between the number of friends a pupil reported having in their class 
and the extent of their bullying experiences.  The most commonly experienced 
behaviour took the form of being given dirty looks (38%) and being lied about 
(30%).  Gender differences were observed with girls significantly more likely to 
experience indirect forms of bullying and boys more likely to experience 
physical forms.  A significant relationship between the gender of the victim and 
the gender of the perpetrator was observed, with boys more likely to report 
being bullied by one boy or by several boys, whereas girls were more likely to 
report being bullied by one girl or several girls.  While the majority of bullying 
was reported to have occurred on the playground/school field (79% of primary 
children and 69% of secondary children reported this), 31% of primary children 
and 49% of secondary children reported that it had occurred in the classroom 
with the teacher present.  Pupils most commonly told their parent/carer and/or 
their friend about being bullied.  A significant association between gender and 
telling about bullying was observed with girls more likely than boys to tell their 
friend.  Key findings are discussed in relation to previous large-scale studies. 
Recommendations for future policy and practice are considered.  

Project Aims
The focus of the research was to support the Local Authority�s (LA) development of 
its behaviour strategy through mapping the scale and nature of bullying and violence 
in schools across Birmingham, focusing on the perspectives of young people.  It is 
intended that the research findings will contribute to the development of a cohesive 
and coherent approach to anti-social behaviour.
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The specific aims of the research were to:
� establish and enhance LA capacity to collect and analyze data covering the scale 

and nature of bullying and violent behaviour in order to set priorities and guide the 
development of an LA-wide behaviour strategy;

� provide recommendations for the production of a standardised method of 
recording data on bullying and violent incidents by all schools across the LA in 
order that systematic monitoring might take place.

Definition
The definition of violence and bullying used in this research is taken from the work of 
Olweus (1996):

We say a pupil is being bullied when another pupil, or several other pupils:
� say mean and hurtful things or make fun of him or her or call him or her mean 
and hurtful names; 
� completely ignore or exclude him or her from their group of friends or leave him 
or her out of things on purpose;
� hit, kick, push, shove around, or lock him or her inside a room;
� tell lies or spread false rumours about him or her or send mean notes and try to 
make other pupils dislike him or her;
� and other hurtful things like that.  

Olweus� explanation of bullying was intended to capture three elements within the 
definition of bullying: 

� the intention to harm the victim;
� the repetitive nature of bullying;
� the imbalance of power between the victim and the perpetrator(s). 

Research Design 
A questionnaire survey was conducted across Birmingham LA in November and 
December 2006 with a sample of 2,132 pupils from year 5 to year 9.  A random 
sample of sixteen schools included Primary, Secondary, Special and a PRU across the 
LA.  The survey utilised an adapted version of the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim 
Questionnaire (1996) and contained 62 multiple-choice questions on various aspects 
of bully/victim problems and related areas.  This questionnaire has been used in large-
scale surveys in the UK and Europe and has been validated as a recognised measure 
for bully/victim problems.  

Key Findings
The general findings on the prevalence of bullying overall concur with other studies 
reporting similar rates (Shu & Smith, 2000; Whitney & Smith, 1993).  However, in 
both primary and secondary schools the majority of bullying lasted one or two weeks.  
Indeed, in secondary schools a significant relationship was observed in all year groups 
with pupils more likely to experience bullying at the �once or twice� level of 
frequency.  Previous research has not focused on the less frequent incidents of 
bullying.  Therefore, by taking into account infrequent prevalence rates we draw 
attention to the experiences of bullying that might otherwise go under reported 
(O�Moore, Kirkham & Smith, 1997; Solberg & Olweus, 2003).  This would seem to 
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indicate that further consideration needs to be given to low level incidents of bullying 
and the mechanism for reporting these in school. 

High levels of engagement(s) were found within (the) specific forms of bullying 
(Olweus, 1996).  In particular, the negative actions that were experienced by most 
pupils included indirect actions (dirty looks, spreading rumours and social exclusion).  
The more indirect forms of bullying reported are similar to those found in other 
studies (e.g., Whitney & Smith, 1993; Smith & Levan, 1995; Wolke, Woods, 
Stanford, & Schulz, 2001; Boulton, Trueman & Flemington, 2002) and in other 
countries as reported by Smith, Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano and Slee 
(1999). Interestingly, in both primary and secondary schools over half of the sample 
had experienced being given �dirty looks� and nearly half had experienced being �lied 
about� within the last two to three months. This contrasts with previous research (e.g. 
Whitney and Smith, 1993; Collins, McAleavy & Adamson, 2004) which found that 
general name calling was the most frequent form of bullying, suggesting a trend 
towards more indirect forms.

Although least commonly reported, incidences of mobile phone calls and cyber 
bullying are important to note; while not statistically significant they do indicate an 
emerging form of bullying. The identification of this trend is important for schools to 
take seriously within their anti-bullying strategies. Currently, few studies on bullying 
have reported incidents of this type, with one or two exceptions, for example, Noret 
and Rivers (2006), who found similar results. 

Sex differences in engagement in specific types of bullying others is consistent with 
previous research in that boys partake in more physical forms of bullying and girls 
partake in more indirect forms of bullying (Boulton, et al, 2002; Olweus, 1991).  The 
data is consistent with the majority of available evidence, which illustrates that boys 
are more likely than girls are to engage in bullying others (Boulton et al, 2002; 
Olweus, 1994; Whitney & Smith, 1993). Furthermore, in both primary and secondary 
schools there was a significant relationship between gender of the victim and gender 
of the perpetrator, with boys more likely to report being bullied by one boy or several 
boys and girls more likely to report being bullied by one girl or several girls. 

With regard to the location where bullying occurs, it appeared that all areas of the 
school presented opportunities for such behaviour with high rates occurring in the 
classroom with the teacher present.  Of particular significance were social spaces, that 
is, the playground, halls and stairwells which offered opportunities for bullying to 
occur.  The journey to and from school was also raised as an area of concern.  As 
reported by Glover, Gough and Johnson (2000), a high proportion of pupils indicate 
that the playground and transition areas are not happy places for pupils to be.  The 
incidence of bullying taking place in the classroom with the teacher present relates to 
whether bullying behaviours are indeed identified, that is, the more subtle forms of 
bullying, sneaky bullying (Smith & Shu, 2000).

School relationships between pupils and peers, and pupils and teachers appear to be 
important for the management of pupils� responses to bullying (Boulton et al., 2002).  
The data indicated a significant association between pupils being victims and number 
of friends (peer rejection).  Pupils who become socially isolated therefore appear to 



4

have a higher risk of being bullied (Boulton & Underwood, 1992).  Furthermore, 
recent research suggests that the number of friends a pupil has acts as a moderator 
between individual behaviours and peer victimization (Fox & Boulton, 2006).  

What also appeared to be important from the data was that secondary school girls 
were significantly more likely to report the incidence of bullying. This concurs with 
findings from Naylor, Cowie & del Rey (2001). When asked who they tell, pupils 
indicated that the teacher and parents were significant for both primary and secondary 
pupils. This is consistent with the findings from previous studies (e.g., Naylor et al., 
2001; Smith & Levan, 1995).  Nevertheless, adult intervention from home was 
infrequent.  This raises questions about how policies and practices on bullying can be 
better communicated and informed by parents and carers.  Are schools effectively 
communicating their anti-bullying strategy?  Are schools responsive to incidents 
reported by parents? Are parents aware of the impact of bullying on pupils and are 
they encouraged to reflect on and report incidents to the school?  Is there a 
mechanism whereby parents can be involved in the anti bullying strategy?  Could 
parents and schools work more effectively together?  The findings suggest that 
parents and carers do matter but perhaps the difficulties in teasing out successful 
interventions need to acknowledge the institutional and individual perspectives so 
parties are clear about how they might support positive action. 

The importance of teachers� roles is clearly indicated within the results in terms of the 
amount of bullying that happens in class and to whom pupils turn, to report incidents.  
The majority of pupils perceived that the teacher does try to intervene in a bullying 
situation. In secondary schools, girls were more likely than boys to see teacher 
support positively.  However, in secondary pupils a less optimistic view of how much 
they thought their class teacher had done to address bullying emerged.  On the other 
hand, the data revealed that approximately one fifth of pupils perceived teacher 
support negatively.  Research with teachers suggests that low intervention rates are 
evidence of the need for teacher training in bullying knowledge and awareness 
(Bauman & Del Rio, 2006; Hazler, Miller, Carney & Green; 2001; Nicolaides, Toda 
& Smith, 2002).

The problem highlighted here is perhaps the tendency of these kinds of behaviours to 
go unrecognised by staff.  If these indirect behaviours are not recognised, then 
teachers may underestimate the impact of such incidents on the pupils.  Being able to 
recognise and understand the prevalence of the more indirect forms of bullying can 
therefore support awareness raising of their importance and response to these kinds of 
bullying behaviours.  

For secondary pupils, the data suggests that although 52% of pupils told someone, a 
significant proportion of pupils had not (28%).  A high proportion of secondary pupils 
(65%) did however report telling a friend.  This signals the importance of recognising 
pupil-centred strategies for managing bullying and raises the questions about whether 
such strategies are recognised within schools� approaches to anti-bullying.  The 
importance of pupil-centred strategies, such as peer support, has been signalled 
recently in the work of Cowie and colleagues (e.g., Cowie, 1998; Naylor & Cowie, 
1999), and suggests that not only do the immediate protagonists in a bullying situation 
benefit, including the bystanders, but so too does the school as a whole.  
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Conclusion
The data has indicated that whilst there are agreements with other large-scale surveys, 
there are significant areas that we need to examine further with regard to pupil 
experiences of bullying.  Through this survey, a consistent definition of bullying was 
used as a guide for pupils to record their experiences (Olweus, 1996).  Whilst there 
are strengths and weaknesses of this method, a uniform measure was utilised in order 
for comparison to be achieved.  School staff need further guidance on the indicators 
of violence, information to raise awareness and training to provide them with the 
readiness to report low level incidents. Whilst the more serious incidents are recorded 
through school systems, low level bullying behaviours are not well understood or 
tracked through policy and practice.  Some issues here perhaps relate to general 
awareness and knowledge of bullying behaviours that pupils are experiencing and the 
use of the pupil voice to shape intervention.  As Smith (1992, p. 27) notes:

�.it is necessary to remember that schools are microcosms of society; the 
attitudes and values that children bring to school have been acquired outside of 
school. Consequently, as a school develops its policy for tackling bullying, it 
will (in addition to devising strategies for use at the individual, class and school 
levels) need to seek the support and involvement of the local community. 

Developing and implementing policy requires a focus on the school community with 
the involvement of pupils� voices. 

Summary Points
� More subtle bullying behaviours do need to be taken seriously by teachers and 

schools.  Whilst schools are recording the more serious incidents, greater 
emphasis needs to be placed on the �low levels of bullying and anti-social 
behaviour� which are experienced by a high number of pupils. 

� Schools need to consider the kinds of low levels of bullying that pupils are 
experiencing and need to act on these within their policies and practice.  This 
means raising awareness of the types of bullying behaviours that pupils 
commonly experience, recognising the importance of identifying these 
behaviours, developing strategies to deal with some of the more indirect forms 
of bullying and recording where appropriate incidents in order to monitor 
pupils experiences over time.

� The relationship between bullying rates and number of friends was shown to 
be significant.  This signals the importance of peer/befriending strategies 
alongside teacher-directed strategies to support effective intervention 
programmes in schools.

� Types of bullying � more knowledge about the types of bullying experienced 
by young people needs to be shared within the school community (pupils, 
parents and carers, teachers and support staff).  Of significance in this data set 
was the number of pupils who reported subtle forms of bullying in the form of  
dirty looks, lies and rumours (sneaky bullying).  Schools need to consider how 
such behaviours can be better understood and dealt with by the whole 
community.

� Gender differences and bullying behaviours � the data indicated a relationship 
between types of bullying experienced and gender, that is, girls being socially 
excluded and boys being more involved in physical bullying.  This kind of 
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information needs to be shared with schools and teachers to inform school 
policy and practice.

� The bullying hotspots - high incidence occurs in the playground and also in 
the classroom with the teacher present.  Greater awareness of when and how 
bullying occurs is important for support staff, supervisors and other 
professionals supporting the teaching and learning environment.  This places a 
higher emphasis on training and development of the whole staff to support the 
effective implementation of policy into practice.

� Who pupils told � the most common response was a parent/carer and/or the 
teacher.  Adults in school need to take more notice of pupil voices.  Clearly, 
better links need to be forged between home and school with regard to the 
involvement of families and carers. 

� Both primary and secondary pupils reported some receipt of bullying via the 
internet or mobile phone.  Further consideration needs to be given to this 
hidden area of bullying.  As noted by Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho and Tippett 
(2006) there is little research evidence on pupils� experiences of cyber 
bullying and whether new strategies are required to support schools in dealing 
with it.  

Recommendations
We recommend that the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire (1996) be used 
as an annual or two year audit tool to measure changes and to track policy 
development and the implementation of practical strategies.  In light of the results 
which paint a complex picture of school bullying, we further recommend that 
incidences of bullying need to be recorded (date, time, gender of perpetrator, gender 
of victim, location of bullying, and how it was addressed).  However, this goes hand 
in hand with training and awareness raising to better prepare teachers for addressing 
all forms of bullying and anti-social behaviour.  We recommend that the results of this 
study act as a baseline measure for future auditing of bullying and anti-social 
behaviour across the local authority.
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