BULLYING

Authored by
mohammad looti

October 29, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). BULLYING. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=64721

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=64721
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=64721
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

BULLYING

BULLYING

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Sociology, Education, Criminology

1. Core Definition and Conceptual Framework

The concept of bullying refers to a pervasive pattern of aggressive, forceful, and threatening
behavior that is characteristically repetitive and involves an inherent imbalance of power between
the perpetrator(s) and the victim(s). While the actions constituting bullying are often overtly hostile,
such as physical violence or verbal abuse, the behavior may also manifest in subtle, covert, and
highly manipulative ways, making detection difficult. Fundamentally, bullying is an act of
intimidation strategically designed to inflict distress, instill fear, and induce feelings of shame or
social marginalization in the targeted individual. This critical element of power disparity--where
the bully is perceived or actually possesses greater physical strength, social status, or
psychological dominance--distinguishes bullying from typical peer conflict or mutual disagreement.

Academic definitions of bullying typically hinge upon three core criteria established by pioneering
researcher Dan Olweus: aggression, repetition, and imbalance of power. Aggression is the
intentional exertion of harm, whether physical, emotional, or social. Repetition ensures that the
behavior is not an isolated incident but a persistent campaign, which escalates the psychological
trauma experienced by the victim. The imbalance of power is the cornerstone, meaning the victim
finds it difficult to defend themselves, thereby ensuring the cycle of victimization continues. The
behavior is often goal-directed, aimed at establishing social dominance, achieving material gain, or
simply deriving sadistic pleasure from the victim's suffering.

The psychological impact of this habitual aggression far exceeds that of a singular incident of
hostility. Because the behavior is persistent, it severely erodes the victim's self-esteem and sense
of security, often leading to chronic stress and learned helplessness. Researchers emphasize that
the persistence of the threat, coupled with the systemic inability of the victim to effectively resist the
aggression, transforms the experience from a conflict into a traumatic environment. Understanding
bullying requires moving beyond simple descriptions of aggression to analyzing the complex social
dynamics and relational contracts that enable the persistent targeting of individuals perceived as
smaller, weaker, or otherwise marginalized within a given social structure, whether it be a school, a
workplace, or an online community.

2. Theoretical Models of Bullying Behavior

Several robust theoretical frameworks attempt to explain the genesis and perpetuation of bullying,
ranging from individual psychological deficits to broad socio-ecological factors. The earliest and
most influential model is the Individual Deficit Model, often associated with Olweus's early work,
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which posits that bullies exhibit specific personality traits such as high impulsivity, low empathy,
and a strong need for dominance. While this model provides insight into individual motivation, it
has been critiqued for failing to account for the crucial role played by the social environment in
reinforcing or mitigating these tendencies. Modern research generally views bullying as a multi-
causal phenomenon rather than a simple consequence of a flawed personality.

A significant contemporary approach is the Ecological Systems Theory, originally proposed by
Urie Bronfenbrenner, which views bullying as influenced by multiple interlocking environmental
systems. According to this model, bullying is not just a problem between two individuals (the
microsystem) but is also affected by the mesosystem (interactions between home and school), the
exosystem (parental employment stress, community resources), and the macrosystem (cultural
norms regarding violence and hierarchy). For example, a school environment (mesosystem) that
tolerates aggressive behavior or lacks adequate supervision contributes directly to the prevalence
of bullying, even if the individual bully only exhibits moderate aggressive tendencies. This
framework underscores that effective prevention requires systemic changes across all levels of the
victim's and perpetrator's environment.

Furthermore, Social Dominance Theory (SDT) offers a sociological perspective, suggesting that
bullying serves as a mechanism for reinforcing social hierarchies and maintaining group status. In
school settings, for instance, bullying often targets out-group members or those who challenge
established social norms, thereby solidifying the bully's position at the top of the social ladder. The
behavior is often reinforced by passive bystanders--the audience--who, through non-intervention,
tacitly approve of the dominance display, leading to the collective maintenance of a hierarchical
structure where aggression is rewarded with elevated social status. The perceived social rewards
often outweigh any potential negative consequences, thus perpetuating the behavior as a viable
strategy for social climbing.

3. Typologies and Manifestations of Bullying

Bullying is highly heterogeneous, manifesting across several distinct categories depending on the
medium and method of aggression. The traditional, readily observable forms include physical
bullying, which involves direct contact such as hitting, kicking, or damaging property. This type is
generally easier to identify and intervene upon, but its prevalence has sometimes been
overshadowed by the rise of more insidious forms. Physical bullying often targets younger or
physically smaller individuals, utilizing superior strength to enforce compliance and submission.

More common, particularly among adolescents and adults, are non-physical forms of aggression.
Verbal bullying encompasses the use of language to inflict psychological harm, including name-
calling, insults, taunting, sustained ridicule, and persistent derogatory comments. This form targets
the victim's identity, competence, or appearance, leading to severe erosion of self-worth.
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Complementary to verbal aggression is social or relational bullying, which involves damaging
the victim's social standing and relationships. This might include intentional alienation, spreading
malicious rumors, excluding the target from group activities, or manipulating others to turn against
the victim. Relational bullying is particularly damaging because it attacks the fundamental human
need for connection and belonging, often leaving the victim isolated and ostracized.

A major contemporary typology is cyber bullying, which utilizes digital technologies--such as
social media, text messages, or email--to harass, threaten, or humiliate victims. Cyberbullying is
uniquely potent due to its capacity for anonymity, its rapid and extensive dissemination (the content
can go viral instantly), and the lack of reprieve, as the harassment can follow the victim into the
presumed safety of their home. Examples include posting humiliating photos, creating fake profiles
to spread lies, or sending repeated threats via messaging platforms. The psychological pressure
exerted by cyberbullying is immense, as the victim faces an audience potentially numbering in the
thousands, magnifying the shame and public exposure inherent in the act.

4. Psychological Impacts on Victims (Targeted Individuals)

The consequences of sustained bullying on the victim are profound and often long-lasting,
extending far beyond the immediate trauma of the event. Victims frequently exhibit high levels of
internalizing problems, particularly anxiety, depression, and chronic stress. The persistent fear of
future attacks, coupled with the feeling of helplessness and lack of control, can lead to the
development of generalized anxiety disorder or specific social phobias, making school or work
attendance extremely difficult. In severe cases, particularly where the bullying is intense or
prolonged, victims may develop symptoms consistent with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD),

experiencing flashbacks, nightmares, and hypervigilance related to the bullying context.

The impact on academic and professional performance is also significant. Children who are bullied
often experience difficulties concentrating, leading to declining grades and school refusal (truancy).
Adults facing workplace bullying may experience reduced productivity, high rates of absenteeism,
and career stagnation due to burnout and stress-related illnesses. Furthermore, the erosion of self-
esteem is a critical long-term effect. Victims often internalize the negative messages projected by
their bullies, leading to persistent feelings of inadequacy, worthlessness, and self-blame. This
lowered self-concept can impede the formation of healthy relationships later in life and increase
vulnerability to future victimization.

Crucially, victimization by bullying is strongly correlated with increased risk of self-harm and
suicidal ideation. For many victims, the overwhelming sense of isolation and despair, coupled with
the feeling that the harassment will never end, leads to a devastating sense of hopelessness.
While bullying itself is rarely the sole cause of suicide, it acts as a major contributing factor by
severely compromising mental health stability and increasing the psychological burden beyond the
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individual's coping capacity. Consequently, mental health professionals emphasize the critical
need for immediate intervention and specialized trauma-informed support for individuals who have
been subjected to habitual aggression.

5. Profiles and Motivations of Perpetrators

Research into the profiles of individuals who engage in bullying behavior reveals a complex set of
underlying factors, refuting the simplistic view that bullies are merely maladjusted outliers. While
some bullies exhibit classic aggressive traits--high levels of hostility, low tolerance for frustration,
and a positive attitude toward violence--many others, particularly those engaging in relational or
cyberbullying, display higher levels of social intelligence and manipulation skills. These individuals
often use bullying as a strategic tool to climb the social hierarchy, exhibiting a desire for social
dominance and perceived popularity rather than outright violence.

Family environment plays a critical role in shaping bullying behavior. Children who witness harsh,
physical discipline or who are exposed to high levels of conflict and aggression at home are more
likely to model these behaviors in their peer interactions. Conversely, lack of adequate parental
supervision, combined with permissive attitudes toward aggression, can also foster bullying by
failing to establish clear behavioral boundaries. A key psychological deficit frequently identified in
bullies is a lack of empathy, or cognitive empathy (the inability to recognize and understand the
feelings of others), which allows them to inflict pain without experiencing commensurate guilt or
remorse.

Furthermore, perpetrators can be categorized into distinct groups, such as the "pure bully” (highly
aggressive and dominant), the "victim-bully" (or aggressive victim), who has been a victim
themselves and subsequently acts out aggression, and the "social bully" (highly focused on
relational manipulation). Understanding these different types is crucial for designing targeted
interventions. The aggressive victim, for example, requires support for their own trauma alongside
behavioral correction, whereas the pure bully often benefits from interventions focused on impulse
control, empathy training, and understanding the negative social consequences of their actions.
Peer group dynamics are also highly motivating, as bullies often seek validation and approval from
an immediate peer audience, whose attention reinforces the aggressive acts.

6. Contextual Settings: School, Workplace, and Digital Environments

While initial research focused heavily on schoolyard aggression, the understanding of bullying has
expanded to recognize its prevalence across all major social contexts, each presenting unique
challenges. The school environment remains the most studied setting, often due to the intense
peer pressure and the mandatory congregation of diverse social groups. School bullying is
influenced by factors such as classroom size, teacher response effectiveness, and the general
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social climate of the institution. A school culture that encourages reporting and enforces consistent,
clear anti-bullying policies tends to see lower rates of victimization compared to institutions where
staff members are passive or inconsistent in their responses.

Workplace bullying, often referred to as "mobbing" in European contexts, involves repeated and
prolonged exposure to hostile or negative acts directed by one or more individuals toward an
employee. Unlike school bullying, which often involves physical power, workplace bullying typically
utilizes hierarchical power structures and professional authority to isolate, undermine, or humiliate
the target. This can include excessive criticism, assignment of meaningless tasks, withholding
necessary resources, or professional sabotage. The consequences of workplace bullying are
severe, contributing significantly to employee turnover, decreased morale, and legal challenges
related to hostile work environments.

The rise of the digital environment has normalized cyberbullying as a ubiquitous modern risk.
The internet provides both a platform and an audience for aggressive behavior, allowing
harassment to cross geographical and temporal boundaries. One critical aspect of digital bullying is
the disinhibition effect--the perceived anonymity and lack of immediate physical consequence
encourage users to engage in behavior they would never attempt face-to-face. Moreover, the
permanence of digital content means that humiliating or damaging information remains accessible
indefinitely, subjecting the victim to continuous re-victimization long after the initial incident has
ceased. Addressing bullying effectively now requires comprehensive strategies that span physical,
social, and digital domains.

7. Intervention Strategies and Prevention Programs

Effective management of bullying necessitates comprehensive, multi-tiered intervention and
prevention programs rather than reliance on simple punitive measures. The gold standard for
prevention, particularly in school settings, is the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP),
which operates on a whole-school model, targeting change at the individual, classroom, school,
and community levels. Key components include clear rules against bullying, consistent monitoring
of high-risk areas, swift and firm consequences for perpetrators, and enhanced supervision. This
approach focuses on altering the social climate to reduce opportunities and rewards for bullying
behavior.

Another crucial strategy involves fostering bystander intervention. Since most bullying incidents
occur in the presence of peers, empowering bystanders to speak up, distract the perpetrator, or
seek adult help is vital. Educational programs designed to increase empathy and teach safe
intervention techniques can significantly reduce the reinforcement bullies receive from their
audience. Research shows that when bystanders actively intervene, the bullying stops within ten
seconds over half the time, demonstrating the power of peer pressure reversal.
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For specialized contexts like cyberbullying, interventions must include digital literacy training,
focusing on responsible online behavior and reporting mechanisms. Workplace interventions often
require organizational policy changes, including clear anti-bullying mandates, formal reporting
procedures that protect the reporter from retaliation, and management training focused on
identifying and addressing power misuse. Ultimately, successful prevention is proactive, focusing
on building positive social environments, enhancing emotional intelligence, and teaching non-
violent conflict resolution skills, thereby minimizing the contextual factors that allow aggression to
thrive.
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