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Abstract

Bullying, whether in person or online, is a barrier to inclusive, high-quality education and to cohesive
societies. This OECD working paper documents bullying prevalence and trends across OECD and
accession countries between 2015 and 2022, using PISA data. Regression analyses point to marked
disparities in bullying exposure across student groups, with socio-economically advantaged boys with an
immigrant background facing particularly elevated risks. The paper also synthesises evidence on how
bullying can harm individual students, and how these individual effects can spill over to schools and, over
time, generate wider social and economic costs. It then reviews strategies to prevent and respond to
bullying, encompassing both national-level policies and school-based initiatives. The paper concludes with
policy implications concerning a coherent anti-bullying system-level strategy, strengthened school staff
capacity, school interventions combining universal prevention with targeted support, routine prevalence
monitoring and robust impact evaluations.
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1. Introduction

This working paper was prepared under the OECD Education for Inclusive Societies project (as part of the
Programme of Work of the Education Policy Committee), which supports countries in building more
equitable education systems as a foundation for more inclusive societies. Bullying — whether face-to-face
or online — is a persistent barrier to inclusive, high-quality learning: it can harm students’ mental health,
undermine academic engagement and achievement, and erode the overall school climate. These
concerning effects do not stop at the school gate; they spill over into communities and can endure into
adulthood, with potential health, societal and economic costs. Preventing these potential harmful
consequences is, therefore, central to the mandate given by Ministers of Education and Skills to the OECD
to empower: “all learners, with a focus on the most vulnerable, to develop the knowledge, skills, attitudes
and values to fulfil their potential and contribute to the economic and social well-being of their societies”
(OECD, 20221)).

In this context, defining bullying is essential for analysing the phenomenon and shaping effective policy
responses. Traditional definitions of school bullying emphasised individual psychology, highlighting
elements such as the intention to harm. For instance, Olweus’ work frames bullying as repeated, intentional
aggression within a relationship marked by power imbalance (19912)). In practice, this aggression can take
the form of physical acts (such as hitting or pushing), verbal attacks (such as name-calling or threatening)
and social behaviours (such as spreading rumours or excluding someone).

However, bullying is now increasingly understood and recognised as a broader social process, extending
beyond the classic bully/victim dyad. This new approach insists on the context in which bullying behaviours
occur, highlighting elements such as group dynamics, bystanders’ reactions and local social norms. This
paper adopts the UNESCO definition, which embraces this broader framing and includes adults:

“School bullying is a damaging social process that is characterized by
an imbalance of power driven by social (societal) and institutional
norms. It is often repeated and manifests as unwanted interpersonal
behaviour among students or school personnel that causes physical,
social, and emotional harm to the targeted individuals or groups, and
the wider school community” (UNESCO Chair on Bullying and Cyberbullying at Dublin
University, 2024, p. 413)).

Shifting the focus from individual intent to the social and institutional norms that sustain harmful power
dynamics is necessary to address the root causes of school bullying. This broader approach also
underscores the need for whole-school or whole-community approaches to effectively address bullying.

Cyberbullying fits within the UNESCO definition and is included in the present work. For the purpose of
this paper’, it will be succinctly defined as “bullying with the use of digital technologies” (UNICEF, n.d.u).
This more recent form of bullying transcends physical and temporal boundaries, enabling harmful
behaviour to occur at any time and across settings, including in children’s homes. Moreover, the perceived
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anonymity of online platforms can facilitate harmful behaviours that would not have occurred in face-to-
face settings (Barlett, 20155). Importantly, while the medium differs, cyberbullying operates through similar
underlying mechanisms and can produce similar consequences as other forms of bullying. Studies also
point to a substantial overlap between school bullying and cyberbullying: students who engage in or are
exposed to bullying behaviours in person are more likely to encounter them online as well (Box 2.2 in
section 2. ). Responses to school bullying should thus encompass cyberbullying, rather than treat it as a
separate issue.

The urgency of addressing bullying is reinforced by its widespread prevalence. While international
assessments are not directly comparable, the data suggest that bullying prevalence ranges from 9%
(HBSC? 2022 for 15-years-old) to 46% (TIMSS?® 2023 for grade 4 students, aged 9-10) of students reporting
that they experienced behaviours qualifying as bullying at least a few times a month (Table 1.1). Even
more students are exposed to these behaviours as bystanders, underscoring that bullying is a whole-
school issue. Overall, bullying tends to decrease with age, as evidenced by surveys simultaneously
assessing several cohorts of students (HBSC, SSES* and TIMSS). Taken together, the bullying
prevalences reported in Table 1.1 illustrate both the important scale of the problem and the sensitivity of
estimates to measurement methods.

Table 1.1. Estimates of global bullying prevalence

Bullying refers to experiencing any type of bullying behaviour monthly or more often. It also includes cyberbullying,
except for HBSC

Survey Bullying Age or grade Population Measure
prevalence
46% Grade 4 students 11 behavioural questions
TIMSS 2023 64 tri
40% Grade 8 students counines 14 behavioural questions
PIRLS® 2021 37% Grade 4 students 57 countries 10 behavioural questions
35% 10-years-old 5 countries and 10 subnational
entities
SSES 2023
25% 15-years-old 1 country and 5 subnational 6 behavioural questions
entities
PISA® 2022 20% 15-years-old 36 OECD countries
13% 11-years-old

1 question: “How often have you been bullied at school

* 0, X _ .
HBSC 2022 12% 13-years-old 44 countries in the past couple months?”

9% 15-years-old

Note: * For HBSC 2022, only students who experienced at least two to three bullying behaviours a month were considered bullied.

Sources: HBSC (2023y5)), Data browser (findings from the 2021/22 international HBSC survey), https://data-browser.hbsc.org (accessed on
27 August 2025); OECD (2023(7)), PISA 2022 Results (Volume II); OECD (2024g)), Nurturing Social and Emotional Learning Across the Globe:
Findings from the OECD SSES 2023; Reynolds et al. (20249]), Aspects of Student Well-Being and Reading Achievement in PIRLS 2021; and
von Davier et al (2024(107), TIMSS 2023 International Results in Mathematics and Science.

Measuring bullying prevalence is challenging. Direct questioning can lead to underreporting due to fear of
retaliation, shame or social desirability bias, as well as different understandings of what constitutes
bullying. Bullying rates tend to be lower when surveys use a single, explicit “bullying” question (Jetelina
et al., 201911;; Smyth and Darmody, 2025(12)). This single-item approach, along with the exclusion of online
behaviours, helps explain why prevalence is lower in the HBSC survey. In contrast, other international
surveys ask how often students experienced specific behaviours that would constitute bullying. This
methodology captures incidents students might not have themselves labelled as bullying, such as being
left out (Smyth and Darmody, 2025}12). However, even long lists of behaviours may not capture all bullying
instances. In particular, when questions include behaviours that happen online, some cyber-specific
behaviours, such as impersonation and the non-consensual sharing of private, embarrassing or
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manipulated content, may go unreported. Adult-to-student bullying in school are also not systematically
captured by behaviour-based questions designed to detect bullying.

With these theoretical and methodological considerations in mind, the following language conventions are
adopted in this paper. First, victim and perpetrator labels are avoided to reduce stigma and to reflect the
focus on social processes rather than individual intent. Besides, these roles may shift over time and a
significant share of students alternatively engage in and are targeted by bullying behaviours. Data from
SSES 2023 show that this is the case for 11% of the 15-year-olds surveyed, i.e. almost half of the 25%
who reported being bullied (OECD, 2024). Second, for the ease of readability, this paper refers to
students experiencing bullying rather than experiencing behaviours that could be symptomatic of bullying,
even though most instruments measure the latter.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2. presents the current prevalence and recent
evolution of bullying, examining risk and protective factors resulting in differences across student groups.
Section 3. sets out a conceptual framework and review the literature on the impacts of bullying for
individuals, schools and societies. Section 4. assesses policies and programmes designed to prevent and
respond to bullying. Finally, section 5. concludes by highlighting some research gaps and discussion policy
implications.

BULLYING IN EDUCATION: PREVALENCE, IMPACT AND RESPONSES ACROSS COUNTRIES © OECD 2026



10 |

2. Bullying prevalence

This section analyses the prevalence of school bullying, aiming to provide a practical and descriptive
overview of the situation. It first introduces a frequency-based intensity index constructed from six PISA
items to capture gradations of experience, then tracks changes in bullying across OECD and accession
countries from 2015 to 2022, noting potential pandemic-related distortions. Subsequently, it examines how
bullying experiences are distributed among students, revealing a long-tailed pattern in which most students
report few or no such behaviours while a small minority are repeatedly and intensely targeted. Finally, it
identifies student groups at higher risk of bullying using regression analyses that account for gender,
migration and socio-economic background.

2.1. Measuring bullying intensity

While many studies treat bullying as a dichotomous variable (being bullied or not) — typically by applying
an arbitrary threshold to classify whether a student is bullied — this section relies on a discrete bullying
frequency index. This approach acknowledges that the impact of bullying depends on its frequency,
duration and type, with research showing a dose-response relationship: the more intense the bullying, the
worse the outcomes (Gorman et al., 2019p13)). At the same time, any experience of bullying should be
considered important and a cause for concern, even when it occurs at lower frequencies.

This bullying intensity index is built out of six questions from PISA that are consistently available across
the 2015, 2018 and 2022 cycles. These questions ask students how often they experienced the following
behaviours in the past 12 months, both in-person and online:

e Being deliberately left out by other students

e Being made fun of

e Being threatened

e Having belongings taken or destroyed

e Being hit or pushed

e Having nasty rumours spread about them
Responses to these questions are coded on a four-point scale: “never or almost never” (0), “a few times a

year” (1), “a few times a month” (2), and “once a week or more” (3). The bullying intensity index is the sum
of these responses and thus ranges from 0 to 18, with higher scores indicating more frequent bullying.

This index is used to provide a quantitative overview of bullying prevalence across OECD and accession
countries, between 2015 and 2022. While the analyses thereafter provide useful descriptive insights, they
rely on self-reported behaviours, which may differ from actual behaviours. Studies notably document
limited correspondence between self- and peer-reports, with gaps in both directions (Branson and Cornell,
2009141). These reporting biases can vary by country and over time, which is a limit to comparative
analyses.
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2.2. Bullying prevalence between 2015 and 2022

Overall, across the majority of OECD and accession countries, the average bullying intensity increased
between 2015 and 2018, then decreased between 2018 and 2022 (Figure 2.1). This decrease might be
linked to the COVID-19 pandemic (Box 2.1). Overall, the average bullying intensity across OECD countries
decreased by 0.92% between 2015 and 2022 (Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.1. Bullying intensity index across OECD and accession countries
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Note: Only countries with data available in all three cycles are included.

Countries are ranked according to their bullying intensity index in 2022.

Source: OECD (2015p157), PISA 2015 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025); OECD (2018y+¢), PISA 2018 Database (accessed on 27 August
2025); and OECD (2022(17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).

Korea and Japan stand out as notable exceptions, having experienced a steady decline in bullying intensity
between 2015 and 2022 (Figure 2.1). While socio-cultural norms influence both the prevalence of bullying
and students’ willingness to report it, these factors alone are unlikely to fully explain such a downward
trend over seven years in these two countries. Notably, both education systems introduced or reinforced
national anti-bullying policies during this period (see section 4. for details). Although the observed decline
does not constitute causal evidence of policy effectiveness, it warrants closer examination of their content
and specificity.

Denmark also stands out as an exception, as its bullying intensity index rose slightly between 2018 and
2022 (+1.12%), whereas it declined in all other countries over the same period (Figure 2.1). This difference
is unlikely to reflect atypical COVID-19 measures. While data are not available for Danish lower secondary
schools, Denmark’s upper-secondary schools were partially or fully closed in 2020/21 for slightly more
days than the OECD average (OECD, 2021(1g)).

BULLYING IN EDUCATION: PREVALENCE, IMPACT AND RESPONSES ACROSS COUNTRIES © OECD 2026
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Figure 2.2. Change in bullying intensity index between 2015 and 2022
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Note: Only countries with data available in all three cycles are included.

Significant changes at a threshold of p < 0.05 are coloured, non-significant changes are outlined.

Source: OECD (2015y15), PISA 2015 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025) and OECD (2022/17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27
August 2025).

Box 2.1. School bullying and the COVID-19 pandemic

According to PISA, the bullying intensity index decreased across OECD and accession countries between
2018 and 2022 — Denmark being the sole exception (Figure 2.1). However, this apparent improvement
should be interpreted with caution: it may reflect pandemic-related reductions in face-to-face contact rather
than durable change. To contain COVID-19, many countries implemented measures, such as school
closures, quarantines, as well as remote and hybrid learning, which significantly reduced students’
interactions and thus possibilities for in-person bullying. These measures mostly occurred between 2020
and 2021, with some restrictions persisting into 2022 in certain countries. As PISA 2022 asks about bullying
experienced in the previous 12 months, responses may still capture the effects of these pandemic-related
measures.

Country-level evidence suggests that COVID-19 mitigation measures were indeed associated with lower
prevalence of school bullying. Studies from Canada (Patte et al., 202419]), Finland (Repo, Herkama and
Salmivalli, 202220) and the United States (Kennedy and Dendy, 202421;) report declines during periods of
school closure and hybrid instruction. At the same time, although greater online time could have displaced
some bullying into digital environments, most studies find no increase in cyberbullying (Kennedy and
Dendy, 202421; Patte et al., 202419;; Repo, Herkama and Salmivalli, 202220)).

Although PISA 2025 data, which are needed to gauge post-pandemic trajectories, are not yet available,
TIMSS provides a useful proxy. TIMSS includes comparable items on students’ experiences of bullying,
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allowing a like-for-like comparison between 2019 and 2023. Moreover, TIMSS for grade 8 students surveys
adolescents of a similar age range than PISA: PISA assesses 15-year-olds and the average TIMSS age
for countries included in PISA is 14.4 years old (von Davier et al., 2024107). While instruments and sampling
frames differ from PISA, changes observed in TIMSS between 2019 and 2023 can serve as an early
indicator of whether declines seen in 2022 persisted once in-person schooling normalised.

To assess these changes, a second bullying intensity index was constructed for TIMSS 2019 and 2023 by
selecting items that most closely align with the PISA items in the index used in the main text (see Table A2
in the Annex for details). The analysis is restricted to countries for which data are available in PISA 2018,
PISA 2022, TIMSS 2019 and TIMSS 2023.

The results indicate a general increase in the TIMSS bullying intensity index between 2019 and 2023
(Figure 2.3). This pattern is consistent with the hypothesis that the decline observed in PISA between 2018
and 2022 reflects, at least in part, pandemic-related disruptions. The analysis of TIMSS also suggests a
post-pandemic rebound, with bullying potentially rising above pre-pandemic levels. A similar trajectory was
also found in Canadian (Patte et al., 2024[19]) and Greek (Giannakopoulos et al., 202522;) studies. This
perspective should be tested when PISA 2025 data are available.

Figure 2.3. Change in bullying intensity index between 2018 and 2022 (PISA), and 2019 and 2023
(TIMSS)

Panel A: Change in PISA bullying intensity index Panel B: Change in TIMSS bullying intensity index
between 2018 and 2022 (in index points) between 2019 and 2023 (in index points)
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Sources: IEA (2019p23), TIMSS 2019 Grade 8 Database, https:/doi.org/10.58150/IEA TIMSS 2019 GS8; IEA (2023}247), TIMSS 2023 Grade 8
Database, https:/doi.org/10.58150/IEA TIMSS 2023 G8 data_edition 1; OECD (201816)), PISA 2018 Database (accessed on 27 August
2025); and OECD (202217)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).

2.3. Heterogeneity in the intensity of bullying exposure

Having analysed how bullying prevalence changed between 2015 and 2022 across countries, this section
examines how bullying experiences are distributed among students. Unlike a dichotomous indicator, the
bullying intensity index offers a graded view of severity, revealing significant heterogeneity in bullying
exposure.
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Overall, while most students experience situations that can constitute bullying, only a small minority is
confronted to severe and intense bullying. In other words. the distribution of the bullying intensity index is
long-tailed: in 2022, more than 85% of students had a score between 0 and 5, while just over 2% scored
between 10 and 18 (Figure 2.4).

Most of the changes observed between PISA cycles occur among students scoring three or lower on the
bullying intensity index. In 2015, on average across OECD countries, 48.5% of students reported never or
almost never experiencing any of the six behaviours in the bullying intensity index’. This share fell to 38.7%
in 2018 before rising back to 46.0% in 2022. At the same time, the proportion of students experiencing
severe bullying remained relatively constant across cycles (Figure 2.4).

Figure 2.4. Average bullying intensity index distribution (OECD average)
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Note: Only countries with data available in all three cycles are included.
Source: OECD (2015p157), PISA 2015 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025); OECD (2018+6), PISA 2018 Database (accessed on 27 August
2025); and OECD (2022(17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).

2.4. Student groups at higher risk of experiencing bullying

Not all student groups are equally likely to experience bullying. This section focuses on identifying students
who are most susceptible to be targeted by bullying behaviours, both in-person and online (Box 2.2 below).
This analysis draws on PISA 2022. A linear regression was performed to compare bullying intensity across
subpopulations. This method analyses the relationship between the likelihood of experiencing bullying and
individual and contextual variables, while statistically accounting for the influence of other factors in the
model. It thus allows to estimate the unique contribution of each factor, accounting for other characteristics.

The model presents bullying intensity with controls for gender, immigrant background®, student’s socio-
economic background — measured through quartiles of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural
status (ESCS) — as well as school-average ESCS, and the absolute gap between a student's ESCS and
the school average. The model also includes interactions terms to capture how bullying risks vary by
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combinations of gender, immigrant background and ESCS quartiles. The detailed results of this model are
presented in Table A1 in the Annex and Figure 2.5 provides a visualisation of predicted differences
between students’ subgroups.

Results indicate that, on average across OECD countries, students with an immigrant background are
more at risk of bullying than their native® peers, particularly among socio-economically advantaged
students and among boys (Figure 2.5). For instance, among disadvantaged students'®, boys with an
immigrant background score 11% above native girls on the bullying intensity index. However, among
advantaged students, boys with an immigrant background score 64% above native girls. In other words,
having an immigrant background is associated with the largest increases in the bullying intensity index,
particularly among socio-economically advantaged boys.

While PISA data do not allow for firm conclusions about the mechanisms behind this pattern, one plausible
interpretation is that a form of “integration paradox” is at play. This concept refers to the finding that
immigrants with higher levels of education and socio-economic integration are more likely to report
discrimination (Schaeffer and Kas, 2023p5). Three mechanisms may be relevant here. First, socio-
economically advantaged students may be more inclined to identify and report bullying when it occurs.
Second, advantaged students with an immigrant background are relatively few in the top ESCS quartile
and may, therefore, stand out more from their classmates, which could increase their risk of being targeted.
Third, advantaged students with an immigrant background — particularly boys — may be more exposed to
bullying because they challenge prevailing stereotypes that associate immigrant origin with socio-
economic disadvantage or low achievement. For example, a US study found that Black and Latino
American students from advantaged families were more likely to be bullied than their disadvantaged peers,
which the authors partly attributed to these students breaking ethno-racial stereotypes linked to
disadvantage (Peguero and Williams, 2011 2¢)).

These findings illustrate that the impact of a specific factor (e.g. immigrant background) is not necessarily
linear and constant across other factors. It thus highlights the importance of an intersectional perspective
(e.g. Varsik and Gorochovskij (2023271)), as the experience of bullying among immigrant students is
shaped not only by immigration status but also by how it intersects with gender and socio-economic
background.

In contrast, there are no significant differences in bullying intensity based on gender or socio-economic
background among native students, with the exception of native boys from the second quartile of ESCS
(Figure 2.5).
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Figure 2.5. Predicted differences in bullying intensity index by gender, immigrant background and
socio-economic status
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Reading guide: For instance, the last displayed value’s interpretation (64%) is that boys with an immigrant background and an ESCS in the
highest quartile of their country score 64% higher on the bullying intensity index than native girls with an ESCS in the lowest quartile of their
country.

Note: Statistically significant differences (compared to native girls in lowest ESCS quartile) are written out in percentages.

Source: OECD (2022;17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).

Attending a more socio-economically advantaged school is associated with lower bullying intensity:
bullying intensity decreases with higher school average ESCS, accounting for individual characteristics
(Table A1). At the same time, relative socio-economic position within the school matters: a larger absolute
gap between a student’s ESCS and the school average is linked to higher bullying intensity (Table A1). In
other words, the more socio-economically different a student is from their peers, the more at risk of bullying
they are.

Beyond gender, immigrant and socio-economic backgrounds, a wide range of factors influence both the
exposure to bullying and students’ willingness to report it. Research reveals that students who are
perceived as different or belonging to minority groups are particularly vulnerable to bullying. This includes
students who deviate from social norms in regard to, e.g. their physique, sexual orientation, gender
expression, ethnicity or disability (UNESCO, 20172s;; UNESCO, 201929)). Risks can be compounded when
multiple minority identities intersect.
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Box 2.2. Focus on cyberbullying

Cyberbullying shares core features with in-person bullying, but these can play out differently in the
digital environment. Algorithmic amplification and easy content sharing on social media, for example,
can mean that a single act is experienced repeatedly. The nature of power imbalances also differs: in
cyberbullying, digital skills, control over images and messages, and online popularity matter more than
physical strength (Gottschalk, 2022;30)).

While PISA asks about bullying behaviours regardless of where they occur, including online, it does not
allow for separate estimation of the relative prevalence of cyberbullying or of its distinct forms. Meta-
analyses indicate that cyberbullying remains less common than in-person bullying, with prevalence
estimates that are roughly half as high (Gebrekidan et al., 202531;; Modecki et al., 201432)).

However, the literature also documents substantial overlap between in-person and online bullying:
involvement in one is associated with involvement in the other (Gebrekidan et al., 202531;; Kasturiratna
etal.,, 202433; Modecki et al., 2014(32). Notably, about two thirds of students who experienced
cyberbullying are also targets of traditional bullying (Li et al., 2022(34;) and having experienced in-person
bullying is the strongest predictor of experiencing cyberbullying (Kowalski et al., 201435)). These
findings highlight the need to consider and address both forms together.

As with in-person bullying, minority groups are disproportionately affected by cyberbullying. The
literature indicates elevated risk among school-aged students, those already targeted by traditional
bullying and frequent internet users. Girls are also more likely than boys to experience cyberbullying
(Kasturiratna et al., 202433)).

Note: See Gottschalk (2022;30)) for more information on cyberbullying. For an overview of anti-cyberbullying laws and policies in European
countries, see Murphy (20243)).

2.5. Other risk and protective factors

Both the likelihood that a student will experience or engage in bullying and the extent to which these
experiences translate into negative outcomes depend on the interplay of risk and protective factors at the
individual, family, peer, school and community levels. While this section is not exhaustive, it illustrates
some of the main risk and protective factors highlighted in the literature.

Among the individual factors, social competence, self-esteem and problem-solving skills are associated
with lower risks of experiencing bullying (Zych, Farrington and Ttofi, 201937). By contrast, substance use,
truancy and low self-control are associated with higher risks of both engaging in and experiencing bullying
(Zych et al., 20203g)).

Family dynamics can either heighten or mitigate students’ vulnerability to bullying. For instance, exposure
to intra-familial violence is associated with higher odds of engaging in bullying (Alvarez-Garcia, Garcia and
Nufiez, 2015;391). Conversely, supportive and authoritative parenting styles are negatively correlated with
both engaging in and experiencing bullying (Baldry and Farrington, 2005p0).

Peer and school environments also play a critical role. Having positive friendships, feeling accepted by
classmates and being embedded in prosocial peer groups are protective against involvement in bullying,
whereas social rejection and affiliation with peers who engage in bullying increase the risk of both engaging
in and experiencing it. At the school level, a positive school climate, stronger bonds with classmates and
positive teacher-student relationships are also protective factors against both experiencing and engaging
in bullying (De Luca, Nocentini and Menesini, 2019u41;; Zych et al., 2020;3g;). In contrast, low teacher
support, a conflictual school climate and the absence of clear anti-bullying norms are risk factors for
experiencing and engaging in bullying (Bjorn, 202342)).
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3. Impacts of bullying

Having analysed bullying prevalence in Section 2, the following section examines its short- and long-term
impacts. In the short term, there is clear and consistent evidence that experiencing bullying negatively
impacts students’ mental health and well-being. Evidence is more ambivalent and less robust in the long
term, and at society-level: while many studies find associations between bullying in childhood and poorer
adult mental health as well weaker economic outcomes, other analyses detect limited long-run effects,
suggesting resilience in most students that were exposed to bullying.

3.1. The impacts of bullying on individuals, schools and society: a conceptual
framework

Bullying affects individuals, schools and society through multiple pathways. Figure 3.1 presents a
conceptual framework that maps the consequences of bullying across three levels: (i) the individual student
experiencing bullying, in both the short and long term; (ii) peers and the wider school environment; and (iii)
the society. This framework reveals how harms originating at the individual level can spill over to school
climate and, in turn, accumulate into broader societal costs. This perspective underscores that bullying has
repercussions beyond those directly involved, and calls for holistic prevention and response strategies.

The framework is intended as a conceptual guide to plausible pathways rather than a claim for causality
for each arrow represented. The following sections review the scientific literature in detail and indicate
where the evidence is robust, and where it remains tentative. Figure 3.1 also highlights negative feedback
loops that can be reinforced by bullying. For example, experiencing bullying can degrade students’ mental
health, which may, in turn, impair their academic performance. Declining academic performance can then
further degrade mental health through exacerbated anxiety and low mood, thus reinforcing the initial harm.
At the same time, the framework recognises that risk and protective factors at the individual, family, school
and community levels can either amplify or mitigate the potential impacts of bullying.

At the individual level, short-term effects (e.g. increased interpersonal difficulties, reduced well-being, lower
academic performance and poorer attendance) can - especially with sustained and intense
exposure — progress to longer-term risks, such as social isolation, persistent mental-health issues, higher
dropout risk and ultimately lower qualifications. These harms spill over to the school level by eroding
students’ sense of safety and the overall school climate, which is, in turn, associated with lower school-
level academic performance. Downstream societal impacts may include higher social and health
expenditures, the continuation of bullying in other spheres, and weaker labour market outcomes.
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Figure 3.1. From individual harm to societal costs: mapping the potential impacts of bullying
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3.2. Methodological challenges to causal inference

Several challenges make estimating the causal effects of bullying complex. Confounding variables are the
first hurdle: children who experience bullying are not randomly selected. Although studies account for
observable characteristics, such as gender, socio-economic background and immigration status, many
relevant factors — such as pre-existing mental health conditions or physical particularities — are often
unmeasured, leaving room for residual confounding. For instance, students who are overweight or obese
are significantly more targeted by bullying than their peers, especially girls (Chen and Ye, 2025p3)).
However, having a high Body Mass Index (BMI) is also associated with higher risk of depression, again,
especially for girls (Blundell et al., 202444)). In this example, there are multiple plausible causal pathways
that could link high BMI, depression and bullying, which makes it difficult to isolate the causal effect of
bullying on depressive symptoms. In particular, the estimated effect of bullying on depression would be
biased upward if BMI is not measured and accounted for.

It would be unethical to experimentally assign bullying; consequently, evidence is inherently observational.
Nevertheless, to mitigate confounding factors as much as possible, researchers turned to quasi-
experimental and natural-experiment designs. For example, studies conducted on pairs of monozygotic
twins — who share nearly identical genes — found that, within pairs discordant for exposure to bullying, the
bullied twin experienced significantly more symptoms of anxiety and depression than the non-bullied twin
(Arseneault et al., 2008s5; Singham et al., 20176)). This difference remained significant even after
accounting for symptoms of anxiety and depression that existed before the bullying had started. These
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studies strengthens the case that bullying itself worsens mental health, by holding constant shared
genetics and home environment, although non-shared confounders (such as twin-specific peer groups)
cannot be fully ruled out.

A second challenge is the potential bidirectionality of causal relationships. Indeed, bullying can both stem
from and intensify adverse conditions, making it difficult to isolate its independent impact. For example, a
negative school climate may contribute to higher rates of bullying, while higher bullying further erodes
climate. Similarly, anxiety or depression can be both a consequence of bullying and a risk factor for being
targeted (Calvete et al., 202547;; Ma and Su, 2025us;; Zhao et al., 2025u9)). Disentangling cause from
consequence requires careful modelling of dynamics and mediating pathways.

Third, measurement issues complicate causal inference. Most datasets rely on subjective self-reports,
which are vulnerable to recall error and social desirability bias, particularly when the events occurred in a
distant past or involved stigma. Definitions and thresholds vary across studies, and some surveys conflate
bullying with broader peer aggression, which raises comparability concerns. Multi-informant approaches
that triangulate reports from individual students, their peers, parents and teachers are costlier and relatively
uncommon. Moreover, the timing and intensity of bullying exposure are rarely taken into account, even
though they likely moderate the observed effects of bullying.

3.3. Individual-level consequences of bullying

Short-term effects

Research consistently shows that students who are bullied exhibit higher levels of anxiety and depressive
symptoms in the short term. For example, the United States National Health Interview Survey revealed
that teenagers who reported being bullied were about twice as likely to experience symptoms of anxiety
(29.8% versus 14.5%) or depression (28.5% versus 12.1%) when compared with teenagers who were not
bullied (Haile et al., 202450)).

These associations are substantial and likely partly causal, as they hold in quasi-experimental designs and
across meta-analyses. In a meta-analysis of 31 studies, children and adolescents who experienced
bullying were 2.8 times more likely to report depressive symptoms than their peers; those who both
engaged in and were the target of bullying behaviours showed even higher rates and were 3.2 times more
likely to report depressive symptoms (Ye et al., 202351). Another meta-analysis, which included only quasi-
experimental studies, likewise found significant short-term impacts of bullying on anxiety and depression
(Schoeler et al., 201852)).

Similar patterns hold for cyberbullying. A meta-analysis of 57 studies reported a significant moderate
association between experiencing bullying online and depression, which was stronger for girls and older
teenagers (Hu et al., 2021s3)). Another meta-analysis that focused on 27 longitudinal studies found that
cyberbullying predicts persistent elevations in anxiety and depressive symptoms over follow-ups ranging
from 4 to 24 months (Lee et al., 2025s4)).

Experiencing bullying is also associated with somatic complaints, which are themselves likely to be linked
to increased depression and anxiety. Children and adolescents who are bullied face higher risks of sleep
difficulties, headaches, stomach-aches and other pain; they are also more likely to be overweight or obese
(Moore et al.,, 201755). One meta-analysis estimated that children exposed to bullying were about
2.2 times more likely to report such somatic symptoms than their peers (Gini and Pozzoli, 2013se)). Bullying
is also associated with higher risks of substance use, including alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs (Moore
et al., 2017ss)).

Experiencing bullying is consistently linked with school attendance problems. Whether as an avoidance
strategy, or because of increased mental and physical health problems, students who experience bullying
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tend to miss school more often. For example, in a Finnish nationwide survey, adolescents who reported
experiencing bullying several times a week had 45% higher odds of illness-related absences and truancy
(Alanko et al., 2023;57;). Similarly, analyses of the United States Youth Risk Behaviour Survey revealed
that experiencing cyberbullying increased the risk of missing school, even after accounting for other
predictors of school absence (Grinshteyn and Tony Yang, 2017ss;)). PISA 2022 data suggest a dose-
response pattern between bullying and truancy: the more intense and frequent the bullying, the higher the
likelihood of skipping school (Figure 3.2). Students who score above eight on the bullying intensity index
have at least twice the odds of having skipped school two days in the past two weeks.

Figure 3.2. Relationship between bullying and truancy (OECD average 2022)

Percentage of students who skipped at least two days of school in the past two weeks, depending on their score on
the bullying intensity index
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Source: OECD (2022;17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 5 November August 2025).

The evidence also points to lower achievement for students who experience bullying. For example, bullied
students in 19 European countries scored about 13% of a standard deviation lower in reading in PIRLS
2021, after accounting for student, school and country factors (Karpinski, 2023s9]). The authors noted that
this gap exceeded the gender difference in the same models. Another study conducted on multiple waves
of TIMSS (2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015) and PIRLS (2006, 2011 and 2016) in 77 countries provides similar
findings: bullying was associated with a small but significant decrease in academic results (Ozyildirim and
Karadag, 2024s0]). The association was stronger for grade 4 students than for grade 8 students, and in
reading compared to mathematics and science (ibid.). A similar pattern was detected in 15 Latin American
countries, using data from the Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study in 2015 (Delprato,
Akyeampong and Dunne, 2017s1)). Matching estimates indicate that bullied students scored lower in both
reading and mathematics by approximately 7% to 22% of a standard deviation.

A meta-analysis of 33 studies confirms the aforementioned pattern and suggests a small negative effect
of bullying on academic achievement (Nakamoto and Schwartz, 20102)). There is also evidence that this
negative impact is mediated by psychological difficulties (Murphy et al., 2022;s3;; Samara et al., 202154).
In other words, bullying harms mental health, which in turn undermines learning through reduced
motivation, engagement and self-confidence.
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Long-term effects

Robust evidence on the long-term impacts of bullying remains limited. While numerous studies report
associations between having been bullied and adverse outcomes later in life, the causality is still under
debate. On the health side, bullying during childhood has been associated with poorer mental health during
teenage years (Zwierzynska, Wolke and Lereya, 2012;s5]). Bullying during adolescence has been linked to
poorer adult mental and subjective well-being and even elevated early mortality (Blanchflower and Bryson,
202466); Bowes et al., 2024(77). There is also evidence that children and adolescents who engage in
bullying face higher risks of committing violent and criminal offenses later in life (Foshee et al., 2014ss;;
Ttofi, Farrington and Lésel, 2012(s9)).

In education, bullying is linked to a higher risk of leaving education and training early, and to lower
qualifications. For instance, in the United States, cohorts reporting experiencing more bullying in grade 9
(age 14-15, ISCED 2) had markedly higher dropout rate four years later, accounting for school and
community factors (Cornell et al., 20137). Similarly, in England (United Kingdom) being bullied during
adolescence predicted a greater risk of not being in education, employment or training at age 25 (Tayfur
et al., 2022;711). Consistent with these, longitudinal evidence from the National Child Development Study in
the United Kingdom reveals that being bullied in early adolescence is associated with lower educational
attainment at age 16 and reduced odds of obtaining a post-secondary qualification (Brown and Taylor,
2008727). More recent analyses using English data similarly report that experiencing bullying lowers the
likelihood of holding a university degree, with larger losses at higher bullying intensity (Gorman et al.,
2021(73)). These educational penalties translate to weaker economic outcomes. Bullying is thus associated
with higher rates of unemployment, lower savings (Brimblecombe et al., 2018741) and lower wages
(Drydakis, 2014751) — most probably through reduced educational attainment (Brown and Taylor, 2008(7z)).

While the links between bullying and degraded long-term outcomes are consistent, the extent to which
they reflect causal impacts is uncertain. The most robust causal attempts have yielded mixed results. Some
studies found no consistent evidence of lasting mental health consequences (Schoeler et al., 2018s2;
Speyer et al., 20247¢)), suggesting psychological resilience among many individuals who were bullied.
Other studies, however, reported significant long-term impacts — including poorer mental health and
increased risk of unemployment (Gorman et al., 201913)).

Several factors may help explain why findings diverge across studies. First, evidence from the
United Kingdom indicates that certain long-term effects, such as on wages, are sizable and statistically
significant only among individuals exposed to high-intensity bullying (Gorman et al., 201913)). Studies that
relied on a binary definition of bullying, especially those using low thresholds for classification, may,
therefore, fail to capture these effects by pooling a wide range of experiences into a single category, diluting
the impact seen in the most affected subgroups.

Second, long-term effects of bullying may be more context-dependent than short-time impacts. The two
studies that did not find evidence of lasting mental health consequences of bullying were conducted on
data from Switzerland (Speyer et al., 2024(7¢)) and meta-analytical data from 21 countries (Schoeler et al.,
2018521). In contrast, the study concluding significant long-term impacts of bullying uses data from the
United Kingdom (Gorman et al., 201913)). Persistence or mitigation of harm might indeed hinge on long-
term supports and structural conditions, such as the availability and quality of mental health care or labour
market conditions.

3.4. School-level consequences of bullying

The short-term individual consequences of bullying can aggregate and are thus also visible at the school
level. Higher bullying prevalence is notably associated with a poorer school climate through lower sense
of belonging and lower sense of safety at school, which are strongly linked to student well-being and
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academic performance (OECD, 20237). Studies consistently document a negative association between
experiencing bullying and students’ sense of belonging at school (Huang, 202077;; Ren, Chen and Zhao,
20257s); Slaten, Rose and Ferguson, 20197g; Xu and Fang, 2021s0)). This relationship is likely
bidirectional: lower levels of school belonging predict higher bullying prevalence (Slaten, Rose and
Ferguson, 2019;791); and experiencing bullying decreases students’ sense of belonging (Huang, 202077).
This pattern also holds when focusing only on cyberbullying: a meta-analysis on 34 studies across
16 countries found a negative correlation between school climate and cyberbullying (Li et al., 2025s1)).

Bullying is also directly linked to lower perceived school safety. As expected, experiencing bullying is
consistently associated with feeling unsafe at school (Bowser et al., 2018;s2;; Mori et al., 2021(s3); Williams
et al., 2018;s4)). Additionally, a study from the United States, suggests that students who experienced
bullying, those who engaged in bullying and those who both experienced and engaged in bullying were
significantly more likely than uninvolved peers to report feeling unsafe at school (Glew et al., 2008ss)).

Bystanders — students who witness bullying without being directly involved — also appear to experience
negative consequences. For example, school-wide bullying levels are negatively correlated with students’
sense of belonging, even among students who were not themselves directly involved in bullying (Huang,
202077). Other studies found that bystanders are significantly more likely to report anxiety and depressive
symptoms, somatic complaints and low life satisfaction than those who do not witness bullying (Callaghan,
Kelly and Molcho, 2019se); Rivers et al., 2009s7;). Evidence from lower secondary schools in the United
States further suggests that the negative psychological consequences of being a bystander are partly
mediated by students’ sense of belonging: witnessing bullying lowers students’ sense of belonging, which
is in turn associated with higher anxiety and depressive symptoms (Doumas and Midgett, 2024 ss;). Bullying
is also negatively associated with bystanders’ sense of safety at school. For example, an Israeli study
found that students who witnessed bullying felt at higher risk of experiencing bullying and reported a lower
sense of safety, particularly in schools characterised by a negative school climate (Zacharia and Yablon,
2021s91). School-level patterns mirror these relationships. In PISA 2022, the school-average bullying
intensity index is negatively associated with school-average reading performance and sense of belonging,
while it is positively associated with school-average school safety risk (Figure 3.3). These associations are
substantial (adjusted R? = 0.25), though they are descriptive and should not be interpreted causally. Taken
together, the available evidence suggests that bullying is negatively associated not only with individual
outcomes but also the broader school climate that is essential to both learning and well-being.
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Figure 3.3. Relationship between bullying intensity and other indicators at the school level (OECD
average 2022)
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Note: Visualisation of school-level linear regressions in which the school-average bullying intensity index is the dependent variable. Regressions
include country fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the country level.
Source: OECD (2022;17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 2 September 2025).

3.5. Society-level consequences of bullying

Most studies assessing the societal consequences of bullying rely on aggregating and extrapolating
estimates of its effects at the individual level. As a result, their reliability depends on the robustness of the
causal inferences drawn from individual-level analyses and on the representativeness of the samples used
in those underlying studies. Given the current state of the research, such estimates should be interpreted
with caution, particularly when they attempt to account for indirect or long-term costs, where causal
relationships are often uncertain.

Societal costs associated with bullying typically fall into two main categories: healthcare costs and
productivity losses. Healthcare costs include direct medical spending on primary and psychological care,
school-based and community mental-health services, as well as costs associated with transport to health
facilities. Productivity losses vary slightly in the short and long term. In the short term, they arise when
parents miss work to care for children affected by bullying. In the longer term, reduced productivity reflects
lower educational attainment and higher unemployment risks among individuals who were bullied during
childhood or adolescence, along with time away from work for ongoing health issues. For instance, a Dutch
cohort study indicates that having experienced bullying in adolescence was linked with higher odds of
welfare dependence (Kretschmer et al., 201790)).

In Germany, the short term societal cost of bullying was estimated at over EUR 5 000 (euros) per frequently
bullied student per year, with more than 70% attributable to parental productivity losses (Jantzer et al.,
201891]). Notably, excess healthcare costs were significant only for students who were frequently bullied;
those who experienced bullying occasionally did not differ significantly from non-bullied peers (ibid.). In
Australia, a prevalence-based cost-of-illness model that incorporated long-term consequences estimated
the annual national cost at AUD 763 million (EUR 509 million; USD 565 million) for the country, of which
98% was health-care expenditure (Jadambaa et al., 2021(92;). The contrast between these two studies
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largely reflects the difference in scope and methods: the German study analysed only short-term costs
using parental surveys, whereas the Australian study combined administrative data with meta-analytic
evidence to capture both short- and long-term costs at the national level.

Other researchers have applied similar methods to estimate the cost-effectiveness of bullying prevention
interventions. For example, the return on investment of the KiVa programme'" has been estimated at
between 1.6 and 7.5 times the initial investment in Wales (United Kingdom) (McDaid et al., 2022;93]), and
between 4.0 and 6.7 times the initial investment in the Netherlands (Huitsing, Barends and Lokkerbol,
2019941). These figures align with the cost categories noted above, healthcare and productivity, and vary
considerably with assumptions about programme effectiveness, implementation fidelity and uptake.

A further component often omitted from societal cost estimates is the downstream harm linked to youth
who engage in bullying. Meta-analyses indicate that engaging in bullying predicts later offending and
violence, implying future costs to the justice, health and social sectors (Ttofi, Farrington and Losel, 2012/69;;
Walters, 2024p95). Cohort studies also document that engaging in-school bullying is a predictor of
subsequent dating and sexual violence (Espelage et al., 201806); Foshee et al., 2014977). Although fewer
studies follow these students in the labour market, this observed continuity of violence plausibly extends
into work settings, where bullying and harassment are known to carry substantial economic burdens via
sickness absence, productivity losses and turnover (Fattori et al., 2015/95); Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012[9g)).
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4. Policies and strategies to address
bullying

This section examines the range of strategies developed to prevent and respond to bullying, encompassing
both national-level policies and school-based initiatives. It is structured around four key policy areas
defined in the Education for Inclusive Societies project’s framework: governance (a), capacity building (b),
educational interventions (c), and monitoring and evaluation (d) (OECD, 2023100). While central,
resourcing is not treated here as a distinct section, as funding and resource allocation cut across the other
four areas and are embedded in their discussion. The analysis draws on empirical evidence on the impact
of the various anti-bullying strategies, when available. While rigorous evaluations of system-level
interventions remain limited, the scientific literature is more developed for school-based programmes.

4.1. Governance

Regulatory frameworks

Many OECD and accession countries have adopted or revised anti-bullying regulatory frameworks in
recent years. These frameworks typically define bullying - often explicitly including
cyberbullying — establish legal sanctions, and assign responsibilities to local authorities and schools for
prevention and response to bullying acts. For instance, Costa Rica enacted a stand-alone anti-bullying law
in 2016 that defines multiple forms of bullying and requires all educational institutions to implement a
national prevention plan developed by the Ministry of Public Education (Legislative Assembly of Costa
Rica, 201611011). This law also holds school staff accountable for action and inaction in bullying situations,
and strengthens existing school “coexistence groups” by explicitly embedding bullying prevention and
response within their remit. Established by decree in 2011, these groups must include at least the school
leader, a teacher representative, a staff representative (preferably the guidance counsellor where
available) and two student representatives (Ministry of Public Education of Costa Rica, 2011102)).

Similarly, in 2023, Indonesia adopted a regulation in regard to the prevention and handling of violence in
educational institutions, which notably mandated the establishment of a team dedicated to violence
prevention and response in each school (Indonesia Minister of Education, 2023(103]). These school-level
teams advise on prevention measures, receive and investigate reports, notifying parents, recommend
sanctions, and co-ordinate referral and recovery support. These teams are supported by task forces at the
local government level, which coach and supervise schools, as well as co-ordinate across relevant
agencies and services.

In Spain, a 2020 amendment to the Education Law introduced an obligation for schools to implement anti-
bullying and cyberbullying protocols, and to appoint a well-being and protection co-ordinator in every
school (Spanish Government, 2020p041). The specific functions and responsibilities of these co-
ordinators — focused primarily on prevention, detection and protection of students experiencing violence
and bullying — were further defined in the Law on the comprehensive protection of children and adolescents
against violence (Spanish Government, 20211051). Finland provides another example: in 2022, the Finnish
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parliament amended the 1998 Basic Education Act, which states that “all students shall be entitled to a
safe learning environment”, to include the requirement that teachers and school leaders report “any
harassment, bullying or violence” to students’ parents (Parliament of Finland, 2022(10e}). This amended law
also obliges education providers to prepare and implement “educational measures, disciplinary measures
and security measures” to combat bullying (ibid.). In 2021, however, the Finnish Parliament rejected a
citizens’ initiative to classify serious acts of school bullying as a specific offence under the Criminal Code,
arguing that such behaviours were already covered by existing criminal provisions (Korpi et al., 2021107)).
By contrast, a 2022 French law classified school bullying as a distinct criminal offense, punishable by up
to ten years of imprisonment and a fine of EUR 150 000 when it results in the victim’s suicide (French
Parliament, 2022;10g]). In France, this law was complemented by a 2023 interministerial action plan (French
Government, 2023[109)), which notably merged two existing helplines into a single simplified national
helpline dedicated to bullying, and strengthened the nationwide roll-out of Phare, an anti-bullying
community-oriented programme.

As outlined in section 2. , Japan and Korea experienced a steady decline in bullying intensity between
2015 and 2022, which is unusual compared with other OECD and accession countries. During this period,
Japan issued national guidelines on how to respond to serious bullying cases (Japanese Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2017110)), thereby further operationalising the 2013
anti-bullying law (Japanese National Diet, 2013}111]). Korea also reinforced the implementation of its Act on
the Prevention of and Countermeasures against Violence in Schools (National Assembly of Korea,
200411127), which was amended multiple times between 2015 and 2019. The Korean Ministry of Education
notably launched the 4t Basic Plan for School Violence Prevention and Countermeasures (2020;1131) and
published a School Violence Incident Handling Guidebook to provide practical support to schools in
preventing and addressing bullying and cyberbullying (2020p114)).

Curriculum updates

The inclusion of specific content and skill development within national curricula is another governance
measure to prevent and address bullying. For instance, Ireland’s action plan on bullying includes a review
and update of the Social Personal and Health Education, and Relationships and Sexuality Education to
strengthen learning on topics, such as safe, responsible Internet and social-media use, and on recognising
and responding to bullying (Irish Department of Education, 2022;115)).

Despite the links between bullying and socio-emotional skills being complex and not yet fully understood
(Box 4.1), some countries also try to prevent bullying by updating their curricula to promote skills, such as
pro-social behaviour, empathy and emotional regulation. For example, Bulgaria’s national strategy against
bullying strongly relies on developing students’ social and emotional skills. The country is expanding its
national programme No Aggression for a Safe Educational Environment — which builds on the earlier Steps
Together initiative developed in partnership with UNICEF. This whole-school programme aims to foster
students’ empathy, self-awareness, emotional regulation, sense of responsibility and interpersonal skills
through in-class activities led by teachers (Ministry of Education and Science of Bulgaria, 202511¢)).
Another example comes from Japan, where fokkatsu (special activities), constitute a compulsory
component of the primary and lower secondary school curriculum (Tsuneyoshi, 20221177). This subject
encompasses various experiential, student-led group activities, such as class meetings, student council
work, the organisation of school events and daily activities, such as cleaning and school lunch. These
activities are co-ordinated by the class teacher, with occasional support from other school personnel, and
provide regular opportunities for students to practise collaboration, social skills and self-regulation
(Tsuneyoshi, 202011g)). Although tokkatsu was not designed explicitly to address school bullying, it
cultivates socio-emotional and life skills that underpin a positive school climate and can indirectly support
bullying prevention and response.
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Box 4.1. Bullying and socio-emotional skills

The role of social and emotional skills in bullying prevention is complex and not yet fully understood.
Evidence indicates that students involved in bullying — regardless of their role — tend to display lower
levels of emotional regulation, responsibility and trust than their peers (OECD, 2024). Moreover,
students who engage in bullying behaviours towards others tend to show lower-than-average empathy,
while students who are targeted by these behaviours often exhibit higher-than-average empathy (ibid.).
Despite these patterns, anti-bullying approaches that do not explicitly focus on developing social and
emotional skills have been found to be associated with larger effect sizes than those that did not
(Gaffney, Ttofi and Farrington, 2021119)).

Figure 4.1. Relationship between students’ bullying involvement and socio-emotional skills

Differences in socio-emotional skills between students who only experience bullying, those who only engage in
bullying and those who both experience and engage in bullying.

| Both experiencing and engaging in bullying + Only experiencing bullying A Only engaging in bullying
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Note: Significant coefficients are marked by filled diamonds and circles. Differences account for gender, educational achievement, socio-
economic background and immigrant status. Reference group is students who did not report experiencing or engaging in bullying.
Socio-emotional skills are sorted by the size of the effect on both experiencing and engaging in bullying.

Source: Adapted from OECD (2024g)), Nurturing Social and Emotional Learning Across the Globe: Findings from the OECD Survey on Social
and Emotional Skills 2023, Tables A3.35-37, https://doi.org/10.1787/32b647d0-en.

Unfortunately, as mentioned previously, these governance measures are rarely the subject of robust
impact evaluations, and there is thus limited evidence on their effectiveness. Difference-in-differences
studies suggest that adopting any anti-bullying law can reduce high-school bullying. Using US data, one
study estimated that anti-bullying laws were associated with a 10% reduction in the risk of experiencing
bullying, as measured through students’ self-reports (Rees, Sabia and Kumpas, 2022;1201). Another study
from the United States found that school leaders in states with anti-bullying legislation reported up to 8.4%
fewer bullying incidents than those in states without such laws (Nikolaou, 2017121]). These laws appear to
be most effective for female and LGBTQI+ students (ibid.). Their impact is also estimated to be greater
when they include a clear definition of bullying and are implemented in small schools and in earlier grades
(Nikolaou, 2017121)).
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The efficacy of anti-bullying governance measures depends, in part, on the extent to which schools
implement the law. A study conducted in Maine (United States) found that students in schools where
administrators and counsellors actively implemented the state anti-bullying law were less likely to
experience bullying, accounting for student-level characteristics (sex, race, grade) and for school-level
bullying rates assessed prior to the passage of the law (Ramirez et al., 20241122;). Analyses of specific
components indicated the most consistent reductions when students who experienced bullying were
referred for counselling or other supports and when counsellors and teachers were interviewed as part of
bullying investigations (ibid.). Evidence from outside of the United States is needed to assess whether
these findings generalise to other contexts.

4.2. Capacity development

A second lever to address bullying lies in capacity development. Teachers, school personnel and school
leaders require specific training to be equipped with the knowledge and skills necessary to identify, prevent
and respond effectively to bullying situations.

Many countries mention training of pedagogical teams in their anti-bullying regulatory frameworks'2.
However, the extent and consistency of implementation is less clear. In practice, many educational
professionals report lacking confidence in how to respond to bullying. In the United States in 2013, the
majority of over 5 000 surveyed teachers and support staff expressed a need for further training, especially
in regard to cyberbullying and bullying related to students’ sexual orientation, gender identity, and race or
ethnicity (Bradshaw et al., 2013[123)). A more recent systematic review indicated that despite most pre-
service teachers expressing concern about bullying, some continue to view it as a normal part of students’
growing up, and many do not feel confident in their ability to intervene (Dawes et al., 2022124)).

The importance of capacity development is underscored by evidence suggesting that teachers who feel
confident in their ability to respond (Fischer, John and Bilz, 2020;125), and those who received specific
training (Waasdorp et al., 202112¢1), are significantly more likely to intervene when bullying occurs.
Moreover, teachers’ active strategies for managing bullying have generally been associated with reduced
bullying prevalence (Finet et al., 2023[127;; van Gils et al., 2022[12¢); Wachs et al., 2018129]). As a result,
most evidence-based school-based anti-bullying programmes include a teacher training component as a
central pillar of their design.

Some countries, such as Portugal or Turkiye, offer online courses about bullying designed for their
educational professionals (Portuguese Directorate-General for Education, 20221305; Ministry of Education
of Turkiye, 20221317). In addition, the Turkish Ministry of Education, in co-operation with UNICEF, has
implemented a five-day anti-bullying training programme for 88 guidance counsellors from different
provinces of Turkiye. These counsellors then organise local training sessions to disseminate the
programme within their respective communities (Ministry of Education of Turkiye, 2025(132;). Portugal also
provides specific training as part of its national plan Escola Sem Bullying | Escola Sem Violéncia (School
without Bullying | School without Violence). For example, a dedicated platform aggregates resources that
can be used for professional development and general awareness raising (Portuguese Ministry of
Education, 2025(133]). A specific anti-bullying course has also been created by the Portuguese Ministry of
Education to seed informed trainers across teachers’ formation centres (2025134). Similarly, Latvia held
an 18-hour online professional competence development programme in 2025 targeted at school leaders
about the management of risks of violence in schools (Latvian State Education Development Agency,
2025(135)).

Alongside universal capacity-building measures, some education systems deploy targeted, intensive
guidance to the schools with the greatest need. For example, in Norway, county authorities identify and
recruit such schools to the Learning Environment Project. This two-year initiative aims to promote safe and
inclusive learning environments through coaching from external guidance teams, which include experts
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from the Norwegian Centre for Learning Environment and experienced school staff. Staff from participating
schools also gather at national professional development conferences each semester. Evaluations report
substantial reductions in bullying: schools that initially recorded above-average prevalence fell to below
the national average after participating in this project (Wendelborg, Rge and Buland, 2018136)).

In addition to training teachers and school staff, capacity development to address bullying also involves
mobilising and co-ordinating specialised professionals, such as school psychologists, counsellors and
social workers. These professionals play a key role in supporting students who have experienced bullying
and those who have engaged in it, through interventions such as individual counselling and restorative
practices. Ensuring that schools have access to this expertise, and that staff are trained to collaborate
effectively with these professionals, is an important dimension of a comprehensive capacity development
strategy. Such cross-disciplinary collaboration strengthens schools’ ability to address complex bullying
situations and contributes to the creation of a safer, more inclusive school climate (Publications Office of
the European Union, 2023137;; UNESCO, 201929)).

For example, Chile’s 2022 programme A convivir se aprende (Learning to live together) provides capacity
building for a wide range of actors to strengthen schools’ ability to prevent and address violence, and to
promote educational coexistence and socio-emotional well-being. (Ministry of Education of Chile,
2024135)). This initiative, launched by the Ministry of Education, is rolled out in selected municipalities that
are deemed most in need. It provides at least two regional training sessions or workshops per year,
targeted at teachers, school leadership staff, psychosocial support professionals and education assistants.
It also delivers closer guidance to three to seven schools per district through a minimum of ten support
sessions each year to accompany them in developing and implementing their own co-existence work plan
(ibid.). Practically, this plan sets out the school’s diagnosis, objectives, actions and evaluation related to
school violence — including bullying — and the promotion of peaceful co-existence.

Providing practical information in regard to bullying to parents is another core strand of capacity
development. Accessible resources — delivered through schools or online — can equip parents to recognise
early warning signs, document incidents, and navigate reporting and referral pathways. For instance, in
Ireland, the National Parents Council offers free, 90-minute anti-bullying training sessions for parents that
can be attended either in person or online. The sessions are funded by the Department of Education under
the Cinealtas Action Plan on bullying (Government of Ireland, 2024139]). The Irish National Parents Council
also operates a helpline and shares relevant online resources to support families.

4.3. Educational interventions

Evidence analysing school-level anti-bullying interventions generally supports their efficacy. Overall, most
evaluated programmes are effective in reducing bullying prevalence, typically measured through students’
self-reports of having experiences behaviours that could constitute bullying. However, average effect sizes
tend to be relatively modest and vary considerably among studies. These school-based interventions are,
in essence, capacity-building measures that equip students with the knowledge and skills needed to
identify, prevent and respond effectively to bullying situations.

Components of effective programmes

Meta-analyses estimate that school interventions typically reduce bullying behaviours by 15% to 23%
(Fraguas et al., 2021p140;; Gaffney, Ttofi and Farrington, 2021(119;; Ng, Chua and Shorey, 2020;141;) and
cyber-bullying by 14% to 16% (Gaffney et al., 2019p42;; Ng, Chua and Shorey, 2020p141)'®. As expected,
meta-analyses also found that, on average, interventions produce a greater reduction in the number of
students reporting engaging in bullying behaviours than in those reporting having been targeted by such
behaviours. Importantly, these findings are typically based on outcomes measured immediately after
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programme implementation. As relatively few studies include follow-up assessments, the long-term
effectiveness of anti-bullying interventions remains uncertain.

To account for the heterogeneity in effect sizes, meta-regression analyses have been conducted to identify
specific programme features that may moderate their effectiveness. Findings suggest that interventions
specifically focused on bullying tend to yield higher effect sizes than those that address bullying as part of
broader initiatives (Gaffney, Ttofi and Farrington, 2021p143)). In regard to cyberbullying, programmes
delivered by experts were found to be more effective than those delivered by school personnel,
underscoring the importance of specialised training and digital fluency (Ng, Chua and Shorey, 2020;141)).
Another meta-analysis, based on more than 90 empirical studies, identified several characteristics
associated with more efficient programmes (Gaffney, Ttofi and Farrington, 202111¢). First, whole-school
and whole-community approaches were associated with larger effect sizes. These comprehensive
interventions typically provided information and/or support to parents, as well as informally engage peers,
for example through classroom discussions or roleplaying activities. Second, clear anti-bullying
policies — such as explicit definitions of what constitutes bullying, reporting mechanisms and structured
responses to bullying behaviours, including disciplinary measures and restorative approaches — were also
commonly found in the most effective programmes. Third, interventions that applied principles of cognitive-
behavioural therapy were associated with greater reductions in bullying behaviours. Finally, programmes
that did not explicitly encourage bystanders’ intervention were found to be more effective than those that
did. This finding, for which the authors did not offer an explanation, should not be interpreted as evidence
that promoting bystander intervention is ineffective. Rather, it suggests that other programmes without a
specific bystander component were associated with stronger reductions in bullying. Overall, well-designed
and well-implemented school-based programmes can be instrumental in reducing the overall prevalence
of bullying.

It is also important to consider the “healthy context paradox” (Odigie et al., 2025(144]). The negative mental
health impacts of bullying are exacerbated in environments where bullying is rare. This phenomenon has
been observed at both the school and country level. While the underlying mechanisms remain uncertain,
one possible explanation is that children who are bullied in low-prevalence settings may be more visibly
singled out, intensifying their social isolation. Another possibility is that these children may have greater
pre-existing vulnerabilities, such as mental health difficulties, which both increase their risk of being bullied
and amplify the negative effects when it occurs. Therefore, while efficient universal anti-bullying
interventions remain essential, they must be complemented by targeted support for the students who
continue to experience bullying despite an overall low bullying prevalence.

Some empirically validated whole-school interventions

The following section does not provide an exhaustive overview of the many school-based anti-bullying
initiatives. Instead, it highlights the three most effective programmes as identified in a meta-analysis of
including experimental and quasi-experimental impact evaluations: NoTrap!, Olweus Bullying Prevention
Programme and KiVa (2021p143;). Unfortunately, it is difficult to rigorously compare the impact of
programmes implemented in different settings, as context — and notably initial bullying prevalence — has a
significant influence on the effectiveness of anti-bullying initiatives (Pearce et al., 2022145)). Differences in
implementation quality and levels of compliance may also help explain why some interventions appear
more effective than others (Smith, Ananiadou and Cowie, 2003[14¢]). Besides, evaluations with a higher
risk of conflict of interest tend to report larger effect sizes (ibid.). Moreover, programme effects tend to be
stronger during early evaluations than after broader rollout. This can be attributed to several factors: early
trials often involve highly motivated schools that volunteer to participate, receive more support and
oversight, and may be influenced by the Hawthorne effect, where behaviour improves simply due to being
observed (Adair, 1984147).
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NoTrap! (Noncadiamointrappola!)

NoTrap! (“Don’t fall into the trap!”) is a peer-led programme designed to prevent bullying and cyberbullying
among secondary-education students. Conceived in 2008 at the University of Florence in Italy, it has been
iteratively tested and refined before reaching its current format. The programme involves the selection of
a group of students who receive training from psychologists and experts to serve as peer educators. These
students then act as moderators of an online discussion group, regulating content and responding to other
students’ questions and concerns. They also facilitate in-class awareness raising workshops, which are
designed to develop empathy, promote positive coexistence, and reinforce practical skills for addressing
bullying and cyberbullying.

Teacher engagement was strengthened in the third and latest version of the programme. Teachers first
receive training on how to prevent and address bullying among their students, and then actively co-facilitate
and participate in classroom activities led by the student peer-educators. Online materials and
standardised student and teacher manuals designed to support the programme implementation are
available via the NoTrap! website (Laboratory of Longitudinal Studies in Developmental Psychology at the
University of Florence, n.d.j14s)).

Three successive versions of the NoTrap! programme were evaluated in Italy. The first showed significant
reductions only in engaging in cyberbullying behaviours, and only among male peer-educators (Menesini,
Nocentini and Palladino, 2012p49). The second version significantly reduced bullying and
cyberbullying — both engaging in and being the target of these behaviours (ibid). While these benefits
applied to all students, peer educators reported gains in effective coping strategies that were not observed
among their classmates (Palladino, Nocentini and Menesini, 2012}1501). The third version standardised in-
class activities to disseminating coping skills more broadly. Its evaluation found reductions in both bullying
and cyberbullying across measures of engaging in and being targeted by these behaviours (Palladino,
Nocentini and Menesini, 2016(1511).

Evidence also suggests that the way peer educators are selected matters. Positive impacts were achieved
when peer leaders volunteered, but not when they were appointed by classmates. A plausible explanation
is a selection effect: volunteers were more likely to have previously experienced bullying and were,
therefore, more directly motivated, which may help account for the difference in outcomes (Zambuto et al.,
2020;152)).

Olweus Bullying Prevention Programme

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) is among the oldest and most well-known anti-bullying
programme. Developed in Norway in 1983 to address bullying in primary and lower-secondary schools, it
has also been applied in upper-secondary settings and subsequently extended to address cyberbullying.
The OBPP has been implemented in other countries, including Germany, lIceland, Lithuania, the
United Kingdom and the United States.

The OBPP relies on a whole-school and community approach anchored on four core principles: “adults at
school should: (a) show warmth and positive interest and be involved in the students’ lives; (b) set firm
limits to unacceptable behaviour; (c) consistently use nonphysical, nonhostile negative consequences
when rules are broken; and (d) function as authorities and positive role models” (Olweus and Limber, 2010,
p. 377153)). These principles are then operationalised through co-ordinated actions at the individual, school,
classroom and community levels (Table 4.1).
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Table 4.1. OBPP’s suggested actions at the individual, school, classroom and community levels

Action level Suggested actions
Individual Supervise students’ activities.
Ensure that all staff intervene on the spot when bullying occurs.
Conduct serious talks with students involved in bullying.
Conduct serious talks with parents of students involved in bullying.
Develop individual intervention plans for involved students.

Classroom + Post and enforce school-wide rules against bullying.
* Hold regular class meetings.
* Hold meetings with parents.
School + Establish a Bullying Prevention Co-ordinating Committee.

Conduct committee and staff trainings.

Administer the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire schoolwide.

Hold staff discussion group meetings.

Introduce school rules against bullying.

Review and refine the school’s supervisory system.

Hold a school kick-off event to launch the programme.

Involve parents.

Community * Involve community members on the Bullying Prevention Co-ordinating Committee.
Develop partnerships with community members to support your school’s programme.
Help to spread anti-bullying messages and principles of best practice in the community.

Source: Olweus and Limber (2010p1s37), Bullying in School: Evaluation and Dissemination of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.2010.01015.x.

These actions are undertaken during an initial 18-month introductory phase, followed by a lighter
maintenance phase. A dedicated website provides implementation and training resources, including
guidebooks for teacher and school personnel (Clemson University, 2025}154)).

Impact evaluations report reductions in bullying — both engaging in bullying behaviours and being targeted
by these — in Germany (Ossa et al., 2020y155)), Lithuania (Zuzevicitte, 2023(156)), Norway (Olweus, Solberg
and Breivik, 2018(1571) and the United States (Limber et al., 2018y1ss); Olweus, Limber and Breivik, 2019159j;
Sullivan et al., 2021160]). Some studies suggest that OBPP positive effects are contingent on a sustained,
high-fidelity implementation (Limber et al., 2018158;; Ossa et al., 2020;155)).

KiVa

KiVa is one of the most widely implemented anti-bullying programmes. It was originally developed between
2006 and 2008 by the psychology department of the University of Turku, in partnership with the Finnish
government, before being launched nationally in 2009 (Salmivalli and Poskiparta, 2012p1611). The
programme offers three age-specific versions for students aged 7-15 and takes a whole-school approach
that combines universal prevention with targeted responses (KiVa Program & University of Turku, n.d.j1ez)).

Its universal strand builds on the idea that bystanders’ behaviours can either reinforce or contribute to
ending bullying situations. Preventive activities are delivered in class by teachers and are designed to
actively engage students through discussion, group work, role-play exercises and online games (Salmivalli
and Poskiparta, 20121611). These lessons aim at enhancing students’ empathy and promote self-efficacy
to intervene to stop bullying situations. KiVa also includes students’ families in its prevention effort, notably
by distributing a guide to parents (Kaukiainen and Salmivalli, 2009163)).

KiVa's response strand relies on a team of three adults from the school personnel. Along with the
classroom teachers, this team handles bullying cases through individual and small group discussions, as
well as follow-up meetings. Classroom teachers also encourage a small group of prosocial classmates to
support students who have been targeted by bullying behaviours (Salmivalli and Poskiparta, 2012}161)).
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The implementation of KiVa is supported by training for school staff delivered by certified trainers, as well
as networks of school teams that meet three times during the school year under the guidance of a KiVa-
certified expert. The programme also provides tools to monitor the situation in schools through annual
online surveys for both students and staff, in order to adjust and improve anti-bullying work (KiVa Program
& University of Turku, n.d.j162).

Since its inception, KiVa has been implemented in many countries, including Belgium, Chile, Colombia,
Czechia, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Spain, Switzerland
and the United Kingdom (KiVa Program & University of Turku, n.d.j1ez). Evidence on KiVa's impact is
strongest in Finland, where a large randomised control trial (RCT) found significant reductions in bullying
after nine months (Karna et al., 20111641), complemented by positive findings from a subsequent
observational nationwide rollout study (Karna et al., 20111e5)). KiVa has also shown promising results in
reducing cyberbullying (Williford et al., 2013;166)). Beyond Finland, results are generally positive but more
heterogeneous. On the one hand, RCTs reported significant reductions in bullying outcomes in ltaly
(Nocentini and Menesini, 2016167;) and the Netherlands (Huitsing et al., 2020p16s7). On the other hand,
RCTs in Chile and the United Kingdom found small-to-moderate reductions in experiences of bullying, but
no effects on self-reported engagement in bullying behaviours (Bowes et al., 20247; Valenzuela et al.,
2022;169)). Two further RCTs from Czechia and Wales (United Kingdom) detected promising trends but no
significant effect on any bullying outcomes, although this could be attributed to the smaller sample sizes
(Axford et al., 2020;170); Klocek et al., 2024171)).

4.4. Monitoring and evaluation

To effectively act on bullying, rigorous monitoring and evaluation systems must be set in place. Monitoring
tools are needed both at the school- and system-level to track bullying prevalence. To improve equity,
bullying prevalence statistics should be disaggregated by gender, socio-economic status, immigrant
background, disability and other relevant characteristics. Most countries draw snapshots of bullying
prevalence through surveys. In France, for example, the 2023 anti-bullying interministerial plan introduced
an anonymous self-assessment questionnaire, administered on the annual awareness day to all students
from grade 3 in primary education to the end of secondary education, to assess bullying prevalence.
Similarly, as part of its anti-bullying strategy, Greece launched a large-scale survey for teachers, students
and parents to assess bullying prevalence in 2024 (Panhellenic School Network, 2024172)). It also
developed an online platform where students and parents can report bullying incidents and get help from
specialised teachers and psychologists (Government of Greece, 2025(173)).

Some countries have chosen to incorporate bullying assessment into existing surveys or mechanisms to
facilitate data collection. For instance, Finland measures bullying prevalence within the Kouluterveyskysely
(School Health Survey) which also monitors information on the overall health, well-being, lifestyle, school
attendance and learning conditions of students (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2025174;). Another
example comes from British Columbia (Canada), where the Student Learning Survey, which aims at
providing a comprehensive picture of students’ educational experience in the public education system,
also covers bullying (Government of British Columbia, 2025(175)).

Beyond surveys, systems can monitor bullying through structured reporting mechanisms. For example,
since 2025, all Romanian schools must offer three anonymous channels — a physical box, an online form
and a secure email — for students, families and staff to report incidents of violence, including bullying
(Romanian Ministry of Education and Research, 2025}17¢)). Reports are then reviewed and acted upon by
each school commission for preventing and responding to violence. While primarily designed to improve
case detection and response, the resulting data could be standardised and centralised to inform system-
level monitoring of school violence and bullying. Japan combines surveys and statutory reporting to monitor
bullying. Bullying is tracked through annual nationwide school surveys, the results of which are compiled
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centrally by the Ministry of Education. In parallel, “serious bullying incidents” 4

to the local government, enabling central aggregation.

must be reported by schools

In addition to monitor bullying prevalence, specific evaluation should be undertaken when concrete anti-
bullying actions are implemented. Ideally, programme evaluations should track both implementation fidelity
(are practices happening as intended?) and impact (is the situation improving?). Robust impact evaluations
of anti-bullying policies and programmes remain relatively rare, but strong routine monitoring systems can
facilitate them. For example, Norway administers a mandatory, anonymous annual student survey that
includes fifteen questions on bullying (Education Directorate of Norway, 2025(177;). This survey not only
enables the country to monitor bullying prevalence, but also to gather students’ feedback on their school
responses. Because the survey is census-based and repeated each year, it could be used to link
interventions to outcomes over time and adjust practices accordingly.
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5. Conclusion

Bullying — whether face-to-face or online — remains a significant barrier to equitable, high-quality education
and to the broader ambition of building inclusive societies. This working paper highlights the prevalence
and intensity of this phenomenon across OECD and accession countries. PISA 2022 reveals that one in
five 15-year-old students reported being bullied at least a few times a month (OECD, 2023;7;). Besides,
certain groups are at greater risk: students with a migrant background, for instance, are disproportionately
exposed to bullying and cyberbullying. This paper emphasises the numerous potential cascading negative
impacts of school bullying. In the short term, bullying can have serious adverse effects on targeted
students, undermining their mental health and well-being, and often leading to reduced school attendance
and lower academic achievement. At the school-level, these harms can spill over by eroding students’
sense of safety and the overall school climate, which is, in turn, associated with lower school-level
academic performance. In the long term, for a minority exposed to severe and persistent behaviours,
bullying can lead to social isolation, persistent mental-health issues, higher risk of leaving from education
and training, and ultimately lower qualifications. These individual effects could ultimately generate societal
costs, for instance, by increasing social and health expenditures. Finally, this working paper reviews the
policies and strategies adopted by education systems, local actors and schools to prevent and respond to
bullying situations. Some economic evaluations suggest that effective and well-implemented prevention
strategies can yield returns that exceed upfront investment.

5.1. Research and measurement gaps

Despite a growing body of scientific literature on school bullying, important research gaps remain regarding
definitions and measurement; longitudinal evidence; and impact evaluations.

Definitions and measurement of bullying

A first set of limitations concerns definitions and measurement. Cyberbullying is still often examined in
isolation, rather than within a unified framework of bullying behaviours, which limits comparability and
understanding of how online and in-person forms interact. Moreover, some studies continue to rely on
single-item measures, which underestimate prevalence and fail to capture key dimensions of bullying, such
as frequency, severity and persistence. Most surveys also rely exclusively on students’ self-reports,
overlooking complementary perspectives of parents, teachers and peers. The absence of harmonised
definitions and instruments across countries and studies further hampers the comparability of prevalence
estimates and the robustness of evaluations of policy and programme effectiveness. International large-
scale surveys partially help to fill this gap.

Longitudinal evidence

A second set of gaps relates to longitudinal evidence. While cross-sectional studies provide useful
snapshots, few long-term cohort studies with repeated follow-ups exist. Such data are nonetheless
essential to trace the cumulative and lasting effects of bullying on educational trajectories, as well as health,
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social and economic outcomes. Longitudinal approaches are also critical to assess whether interventions
that appear effective in the short term sustain their benefits over time.

Impact evaluations of policies

There is also a notable shortage of robust impact evaluations of, particularly, system-level policies. While
many countries have introduced anti-bullying governance measures, such as legislation, national
strategies or large-scale initiatives, few of these have been rigorously evaluated. This leaves important
questions unanswered about their effectiveness and efficiency. Without stronger evidence at this level, it
remains difficult to draw clear lessons across countries, and to identify which policy levers are most
promising for reducing bullying prevalence and mitigating its consequences.

5.2. Policy implications

The evidence reviewed in this working paper has a number of policy implications on ways to reinforce
current anti-bullying approaches and guide future action.

Developing comprehensive, system-level strategies

Effective action starts with a coherent strategy at the system level. Such strategies provide a shared
definition of bullying, set out clear expectations for prevention and response, clarify responsibilities across
governance levels — from ministries and local authorities to schools and classrooms — and offer practical
guidance to educators. Coherence across these levels helps ensure that anti-bullying measures are not
fragmented, but rather part of a broader inclusion and well-being agenda.

Strengthening the capacity of teachers and school staff

Capacity building is another priority to address bullying effectively. Teachers and school staff play a central
role in prevention, identification and response, yet many report lacking the tools and training needed to
address bullying effectively. Investing in initial teacher education, continuous professional development
and in-school support (for instance through coaching, specialist staff, or practical guidance and protocols)
can strengthen the ability of staff to recognise patterns, intervene early, respond constructively, and foster
inclusive classroom climates. Supporting school leaders is equally important, as they shape norms, ensure
consistency and enable staff to act.

Implementing school-wide programmes along with targeted support

Evidence also highlights the value of whole-school programmes that involve students, staff, families and
the wider community. These approaches tend to be more effective and longer lasting than interventions
focused only on students directly involved in bullying, because they shift norms and improve the overall
school climate. At the same time, universal prevention on its own is not sufficient. The “healthy context
paradox” suggests that as overall prevalence falls, students who continue to experience bullying may face
more severe consequences. Education systems therefore need to combine universal measures with
timely, targeted support — such as access to counselling, mental health professionals and tailored follow-
up — for students who experience or engage in bullying.

Strengthening systematic monitoring and evaluation of bullying

Finally, systematic monitoring and impact evaluation remain critical. Regular, high-quality data collection
on the prevalence, forms and contexts of bullying can provide education systems with an accurate picture
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of emerging trends. These data also allow education systems to monitor disparities across student groups
and target resources where needs are greatest. However, tracking trends is not enough on its own: impact
evaluations are also needed to assess which policies and programmes work, for whom, and under what
conditions. Embedding robust impact evaluations within national and local anti-bullying strategies is
needed to refine programmes, scale up effective practices, and ensure accountability.

Taken together, these considerations underline that reducing bullying requires a coherent, whole-system
approach: clear system-level strategies, sustained capacity building, school-wide prevention with targeted
support as well as routine monitoring and impact evaluation. Bullying is neither an inevitable feature of
school life, nor a normal part of childhood and adolescence. While it reflects powerful cultural and social
norms, it can be changed. Lasting progress requires a whole-system approach that involves students,
parents, teachers, school staff and communities. Clear anti-bullying standards, consistent response
protocols, and adequate training and support can help ensure that schools are safe and inclusive
environments, where all students feel they belong and can achieve their academic potential. Addressing
bullying could also generate wider social and economic benefits that extend beyond the school life.
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Annex A.

Table A1. Linear regression of the score on the bullying intensity index, OECD average

Coefficient Standard error 95% conf. interval

Boy -0.03 0.03 -0.09 0.03
Immigration background -0.08 0.06 -0.20 0.05
Student ESCS (ref: Q1)

Q2 0.04 0.03 -0.01 0.10

Q3 0.01 0.03 -0.05 0.06

Q4 -0.04 0.03 -0.09 0.02
School ESCS -0.28 xokx 0.02 -0.31 -0.24
Distance between school and individual 0.19 il 0.02 0.15 0.22
ESCS
Boy # immigration background 0.28 kel 0.06 0.16 0.40
Boy # ESCS (ref: Q1 boys)

Q2 boys 0.08 * 0.01 0.16

Q3 boys 0.14 xokx 0.07 0.21

Q4 boys 0.25 xokx 0.18 0.32
Migration background # ESCS (ref: Q1
immigration background)

Q2 immigration background 0.24 ** 0.08 0.08 0.39

Q3 immigration background 0.14 0.08 -0.01 0.30

Q4 immigration background 0.60 ol 0.13 0.33 0.86
Constant 1.52 ol 0.03 1.47 1.57

Reference: native girl with an ESCS in the lowest quartile for her country.
Significance: *** : p <0.001; **: p <0.01; * : p <0.05
Source: OECD (2022;17) PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).
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Table A2. Building a second bullying intensity index from TIMSS

TIMSS items were selected to be as similar as possible to the PISA items integrated in the original bullying intensity
index

PISA TIMSS

Being deliberately left out by other students  Excluded me from their group

Being made fun of Made fun of me or called me names

Being threatened Threatened me

Having belongings taken or destroyed Max of “Stole something from me” and “Damage something of mine on purpose”
Being hit or pushed Physically hurt me

Having nasty rumours spread about them Max of “Spread lies about me” and “Shared nasty or hurtful things about me online”

Note: Answers are coded as follows. In PISA: “never or almost never” (0), “a few times a year” (1), “a few times a month” (2), and “once a week
ormore” (3). In TIMSS: “never” (0), “a few times a year” (1), “once or twice times a month” (2), and “at least once a week” (3). A bullying intensity
index was computed for both survey, by taking the sum of responses to the six statements. These indices range from 0 to 18, with higher scores
indicating more severe bullying.

Sources: IEA (2019p3)), TIMSS 2019 Grade 8 Database, https://doi.org/10.58150/IEA TIMSS 2019 G8; IEA (2023p4)), TIMSS 2023 Grade 8
Database, https://doi.org/10.58150/IEA TIMSS 2023 G8 data edition 1; OECD (2018y16), PISA 2018 Database (accessed on 27 August
2025); and OECD (2022p17)), PISA 2022 Database (accessed on 27 August 2025).
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Notes

' There is no single, universally agreed definition of cyberbullying. International reviews show considerable
heterogeneity across countries and surveys: some adopt a broad notion of online aggression, while others
use narrower formulations that closely mirror the traditional definition of bullying, and explicitly require
intentionality, repetition and power imbalance (Gottschalk, 202230).

2 The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey is conducted every four years by the World
Health Organisation (WHO).

3 The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) is conducted every four years by
the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).

4 The Survey on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES) is conducted by the OECD.
5 The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) is conducted every four years by the IEA.

® The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a survey conducted every four years by
the OECD.

" These students have a score of zero on the bullying intensity index.

8 Students with an immigrant background are first- or second-generation immigrants as operationalised in
PISA (OECD, 20241s3)).

% Native refers to individuals who have at least one of their parents born in the country of reference.
10 Disadvantaged students are defined as those in the lowest quartile of ESCS in their country.

" The KiVa programme, developed in Finland, is one of the most widely implemented school-based anti-
bullying initiative that combines teacher training, classroom lessons, online resources, bystanders
engagement and support for students who experience bullying (see section 4.3 for more details).

2 See for instance: Brazilian law n.° 13,185, Art. 4-2 (Brazilian National Congress, 2015ps0) and
Portuguese circular n.° 8404-C (Portuguese Ministry of Education, 20191s1).

13 When effect sizes were reported as odds ratios or Cohen’s d, the conversion method used by Gaffney
et. al (201917e) was applied to express these as a percentage decrease.

4 In Japan, a bullying situation is defined by law as serious when it is suspected to have caused serious
harm to life, physical or mental health, or property, or when it forces a student to be absent for a
considerable period. Such cases trigger a formal investigation by a dedicated committee. (Japanese
National Diet, 2013[1s2))
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