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Abstract

School bullying constitutes a significant adverse childhood experience for both victims and perpetrators.
Teachers and school staff play a pivotal role in identifying and preventing bullying. Although extensively
studied among school-aged children, research on bullying in preschool settings remains scarce. This
study used quant data to explore the perceptions and beliefs of French preschool staff (N = 191)
regarding bullying, focusing on definitional aspects, observed bullying behaviors in preschool
environments, the roles of school staff and parents, and beliefs about prevention. The findings reveal
that French preschool staff's understanding of bullying definitions diverges somewhat from those
commonly found in the scientific literature. Moreover, participants expressed hesitancy in applying the
term "bullying" to describe aggressive interactions among preschool-aged children. The results further
indicate that professional training for preschool staff could be enhanced to promote more effective
interpersonal dynamics within teams. While participants emphasized the importance of implementing
prevention programs in French preschools and actively engaging parents, they reported limited
implementation of such initiatives. These findings align with existing literature but also highlight unique
contextual factors shaped by French educational policies and anti-bullying legislation.

Introduction

School bullying is one of the major adverse childhood events that a child can experience (Finkelhor et al.,
2015). Longitudinal studies have shown that school bullying can have short-, medium-, and long-term
consequences for both the victims and perpetrators (Reijntjes et al., 2010; Karna et al., 2011). For the
victims, it is a medium and long term risk factor for psychiatric disorders such as anxiety disorders or
depression, low self-esteem and trust issues (Karna et al., 2011). The perpetrators are at risk of
developing internalizing symptoms such as depression and psychosomatic issues (Wang et al., 2011),
along with externalizing symptoms (Olweus & Limber, 2010a). School bullying negatively impacts the
academic performances of students and cultivates a negative view of the school environment (Laith &
Vaillancourt, 2022). Preschool workers are part of the main actors engaged in children’s education at
school, and are responsible for their emotional and physical security. Consequently, it is essential to gain
insight into the perceptions and beliefs held by preschool workers regarding bullying.

Definition and dynamics of bullying

Bullying implies a series of verbal, psychological and/or physical aggressions, and its dynamics include
different and sometimes interchangeable roles: the victims, the perpetrators, the bully-victims and the
bystanders (Olweus 1993; Olweus, 2003; Potard & Henry, 2021; Vlachou et al., 2011). In accordance with
the definition proposed by Olweus (1993), three elements are required to qualify an aggressive behavior
as bullying. The first element is an imbalance of power between the victim and the aggressor, where the
victim does not feel in capacity to effectively defend himself or herself (Olweus 1993). According to Volk
and collaborators (2014), the notion of imbalance of power plays a pivotal role in differentiating bullying
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from other forms of proactive aggression. Power can rely on social, cognitive, material and/or physical
components (Volk et al., 2014). From an evolutionary perspective, bullying can be envisioned as an
exploration of dominant roles (i.e. power imbalances) within social groups during development
(Skoglund, 2020). The second element is repetitiveness (Olweus 1993). Although bullying should be
differentiated from “occasional non-serious negative actions that are directed against one student at one
time and against another on a different occasion” (Olweus, 1993), repetitiveness should not be
considered as an absolutely necessary criterion (Olweus, 2013). Indeed, a one-time event with a
pronounced intensity can be experienced as extremely distressing by the victim and result in significant
consequences, as can repeated events with a lesser perceived intensity (Volk et al., 2014). The third and
last definitional element is intentionality, i.e. an intent by the bully to implement the aggressive behavior
(Olweus, 2013). Intentionality differentiates bullying from involuntary incidents that could still be harmful
(Andrews et al., 2023). It implies that the perpetrator has the capacity to cease their behavior if they
decided to. However, the perpetrator may not be aware that their action constitutes “bullying”, or may not
be fully conscious of the level of distress they are inflicting on the victim, or of the underlying
motivations behind their behavior. Perpetrators' reported motives can vary, with “just for fun” being one
of the most common reported motives (Volk et al. 2022). Furthermore, while bullies have in most cases
a cognitive understanding that the exerted behavior will be perceived as unpleasant by the targeted
person, they can lack empathy for the victim (Van Noorden et al. 2015). Finally, while bullying can involve
complex voluntary strategies with increasing age, the presence of such strategic preparation is not
necessary to establish intentionality. When it comes to operationalizing the construct in research
settings, the issue of intentionality is often addressed through the measurement of repetitiveness, which,
beyond a certain level, is considered a sufficient indicator of the intentional nature of the behavior.

Prevalence and types of bullying among preschoolers

Assessing bullying in preschool children is a complex process due to the restrictions underpinning the
implementation of standard self-report questionnaires typically used in older age groups (Vlachou et al.
2011). Preschool teacher reports are generally considered as more valid; however teachers may not be
fully aware of all instances of victimization (Monks et al., 2003). Despite these methodological
challenges, findings from the limited number of studies available suggest that preschoolers can
perpetuate both direct and indirect aggressive behaviors, including physical and verbal assaults, social
exclusion and rumor spreading (Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Kova¢ & Cameron, 2021; Helgeland & Lund,
2017; Monks et al., 2003; Vlachou et al. 2011). Research also shows that bullying in early education
settings must be considered in a developmental perspective (Andrews et al., 2023). Aggressive
behaviors in younger children are usually direct, as they lack social sophistication and tend to respond to
immediate problems. Moreover, victims in this age group are more likely to experience victimization over
shorter periods than in older cohorts (Vlachou et al. 2011).

The uncertainties associated with the evaluation of bullying along with the developmental
characteristics of aggressive behavioral patterns found in younger age groups have led some
researchers to question the relevance of applying the term “bullying” in preschool settings (Vlachou,
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2011). Nonetheless, studies investigating peer victimization and aggressor vs. victim roles in early
education settings have shown that some children are regularly victims of aggressive behaviors by their
peers, and that some children regularly engage in aggressive behaviors, indicating that the relational
patterns characterizing bullying are already operating during the preschool years (Perren & Alsaker,
2006). Taking into account a repetition threshold for aggression (target and/or perpetrator) of at least
once a week, Perren and Alsaker (2006) found in a sample of Swiss kindergartners that 7% of children
were designated as victims of bullying, 12% as “bullies”, and 7% as “bully-victims” by their teachers. The
remaining 54% of children were considered to be non-involved. In another study conducted in the United
Kingdom, 4-6 years old students reported whether their peers could be classified as aggressors, victims
or defenders twice over a 4 month-interval. The percentages of the sample found to be in the same role
at both time points was 15% for aggressors and 3% for victims (Monks et al., 2003).

The importance of preschool workers beliefs regarding bullying and
bullying prevention

Preschool workers are frequently asked to provide insights on bullying through the use of standardized
tools. Their beliefs, in turn, influence the prevalence data on preschool bullying (Camodeca et al., 2015
Vlachou et al., 2011), the teaching styles children benefit from, the way children perceive themselves,
and the social dynamics between children during school time (Coplan et al., 2015; Sugawara &
Cunningham, 1988; Hughes et al., 2001; Sakellariou & Rentzou, 2011). In particular, preschool workers'
beliefs and knowledge about bullying influence the labeling of some behaviors as bullying, their ability to
detect more insidious forms of bullying, and the extent to which prevention and intervention strategies
are implemented within schools (De Luca et al., 2019; Iraklis, 2020 ; Kova¢ & Cameron, 2021; Vlachou et
al., 2011; Williford, 2015).

Some studies have explored preschool workers’ beliefs regarding the age at which bullying can occur
(Campbell & Morgan, 2017; Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; Kova¢ & Cameron, 2021). Kirves and Sajaniemi
(2012) interviewed Finnish preschool workers and found that the term was commonplace among the
day care staff, who could describe several situations that they classified as bullying. A cross national
study asked 50 childcare workers from several countries who volunteered to participate to evaluate
when bullying starts, and a mean age of 3.7 was reported (Campbell & Morgan, 2017). Finally, in a study
conducted in Norway, Kova¢ and Cameron (2021) asked 694 preschool workers how old a child must be
to be able to bully others. Participants were required to choose only one option among integers ranging
from 1 to 6 years. Approximately 90% chose one of the first three years of age, while less than 3%
indicated that a child must be 5 years old or older. Hence, based on this limited number of findings,
preschool workers appear to generally agree on the fact that bullying can occur during the preschool
years.

Levels of knowledge of the definitional components of bullying have been found to vary among
preschool workers (Boulton, 1997; Ey & Campbell, 2022; Garner et al. 2017; Kova¢ & Cameron, 2021). In
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an early study, Boulton (1997) asked preschool teachers to indicate their agreement with definitions of
school bullying that included different types of behaviors (Boulton, 1997). Only about one in four of them
included name-calling, spreading degrading gossip, intimidation by staring and taking other people’s
belongings in their conceptualization of bullying (Boulton, 1997), thereby excluding relational forms of
aggression that are in reality part of the aggressive behaviors that can constitute bullying. A study
conducted in Australia revealed that only 17,7% of preschool teachers included the three essential
characteristics outlined by Olweus (2013) in their spontaneous definition of “bullying” (Ey & Campbell,
2022). Nonetheless, all the participants recognized that bullying and fighting were different, with 80% of
them identifying constant repetition, 67% intent to harm and 65% power imbalance as important
differences.

Regarding the beliefs of preschool workers on bullying prevention, Cameron and Kova¢ (2017) analyzed
survey data collected in a sample of Norwegian preschool workers and found that 77% of them believed
that they had the individual competence required to prevent and deal with bullying. Humphrey (2013)
explored the beliefs of Minnesota preschool teachers regarding prevention. The qualitative interviews
analyzed yielded several main themes, with preschool teachers globally recommending three levels of
bullying prevention: (i) at the classroom level with a need of identifying bullying behaviors and providing
an immediate response; (ii) at the school level with the will to create school policies on the prevention of
bullying and (iii) at the community level with the objective to create a conscious community surrounding
the children on this topic (Humphrey, 2013).

Overall, these findings, based on research conducted in a limited number of countries, indicate that
preschool workers consider that bullying can occur from an early age, face challenges in providing a
comprehensive definition of bullying, and hold positive beliefs about the importance of implementing
prevention strategies at the preschool level. Several of these studies were conducted in Northern
European countries, where strong policies against bullying have been implemented for several years,
including preventive approaches (Sainio et al., 2019). In France, no preventive policy has been deployed
until 2021, and the recent national program does not include action at the preschool level. Thus, French
preschool workers may have a more limited understanding and knowledge of bullying than preschoolers
in Northern European countries. Furthermore, it should be noted that the French language has a unique
word, harcélement, that is used both to describe aggressive behaviors in a variety of settings, including
sexual and verbal intimidations among adults, and in the legal context. Bullying is legally defined in
France by various texts, including the Penal Code, the Employment Code and a recent specific law on
school bullying (Légifrance, 2008; Légifrance, 2022; Légifrance, 2024; Service Public, 2024). In particular,
if the bully is over thirteen years old, they are liable to imprisonment and fines. This situation is different
from many other countries, including the United States or the United Kingdom, where the phenomenon of
harassment is legally defined, while school bullying is regulated by governmental or federal directives
(Gov.uk, n.d; StopBullying.gov, n.d). The stronger link that exists in France between bullying incidents and
the possibility of legal prosecution could lead to greater reluctance among professionals in France to
label young children's behavior as bullying.
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The current study

In light of the pivotal role that educators play in the prevention of bullying, the current study aimed at
exploring for the first time, the beliefs and perceptions of French preschool workers regarding preschool
bullying and its prevention.

Questionnaire data were collected from three professional populations: (1) teacher staff, including
teachers and preschool directors; (2) extracurricular staff, including after-school facilitators,
extracurricular directors and accompanying persons for students with disabilities and (3) preschool
assistants. The following questions were addressed in this study: (1) Do the French preschool workers
endorse the key definitional aspects of the scientific definition of bullying? ; (2) Have they identified
aggressive behaviors among the students that could constitute bullying, and do they consider that
bullying exists in preschool? (3) What are their concerns regarding the positioning of school staff and
parents in relation to bullying? ; (4) What are their beliefs concerning the prevention of bullying? Since
our professional groups differed in their professional background and roles, we also examined whether
answers differed between our two main groups, namely the teacher staff (including preschool teachers
and preschool directors) vs. the extracurricular staff.

Methods
Participants

This study was conducted in 16 preschools located in the urban unit of Paris, within two neighboring
districts (Saint-Ouen and the 18th district of Paris). All of the preschools belonged to the French Priority
Education Network (Réseau d’Education Prioritaire), which identifies socio-economic deprived areas
requiring increased educational investment. Data collection was organized in the context of a pilot study
supporting the cultural adaptation of the Danish bullying prevention program Fri for Mobberi (Free of
bullying) (The Mary Foundation & Save the Children Denmark, 2017). Data collection took place prior to
the initiation of the program training and implementation. In total, 191 preschool workers aged from less
than 20 years old (1.6%), to more than 50 years old (22.5%) participated in the current study (see
Supplementary Table 1 for a more complete description of the participants’ demographics): 104 (54%)
teacher staff (including 20 school directors), 71 (31.2%) extracurricular staff (including 6 facilitators with
leadership positions and 3 accompanying persons for students with disabilities), and 16 (8.3%)
preschool assistants. Among the 191 participants, 34 were male. Thirteen (6.8%) had less than one year
of professional experience, 40 (20.9%) between one and five years, 42 (22%) between five and ten years,
96 (50%) more than ten years. The tables for the distribution of age, gender and years of experience by
group are provided in the Supplementary material (see Supplementary Tables 1, 2 and 3 for more
information).

Data collection and survey instrument
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Teams of each school were simultaneously met by a study investigator to collect survey data (12
meetings). Meetings included between 15 and 25 participants, with teams from smaller schools
combined for four of these sessions. The survey was provided in English by the Danish Mary Foundation,
which supports the deployment of Fri for Mobberi, and was used in the original pilot study of the
program in Denmark (Kamstrup Knudsen et al., 2008). It includes both multiple choice and open-ended
questions. The English version was translated in French and back-translated by two independent
translators. During the meeting, each participant completed the survey which included 4 key topics:
definition of bullying (3 questions), description of bullying phenomena in preschool (3 questions),
positioning of staff and parents (3 questions), and bullying prevention (2 questions; see Supplementary
material “Questionnaire for preschool staff” for the complete list of the items). After completing the
section of the survey devoted to the description of bullying phenomena in preschool, the teams were
invited to orally discuss their experiences of preschool bullying. Oral exchanges were recorded,
transcribed and analyzed. The procedure was approved by the Paris-Lumiéres ethics committee of the
UFR SPSE, Psychological and Educational Sciences (reference number: 04-n°1).

Analysis

Multiple-choice data were first analyzed descriptively, followed by an inferential analysis to compare the
percentage of answers in our two main groups of participants i.e. the teacher staff vs extracurricular
staff groups using a Chi-Square test on the Jamovi software (2024). Open-ended questions and oral
exchanges were analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis of the data was carried out using
the Framework Method (Gale et al. 2013). Each open-ended question was analyzed separately. Analysis
began with two members of the research team (IM and TV) independently reading and becoming
familiar with the answers and coding the data. Preliminary codes were identified inductively through this
process and an initial coding framework was developed. As new codes were identified, the analytical
framework was iteratively refined until the team was confident that all data had been accounted for. A
matrix framework was created in Excel to organize and chart the coded verbatim data. This framework
allowed the research team to explore the data, produce summaries and generate themes and
subthemes.

One question specifically addressed the topic of bullying definition. Through the analysis of respondent’s
answers, we identified the elements of repetition, exclusion from a group, verbal aggression, and
physical aggression as the key elements mentioned in this survey. In the first stage, the frequency of
mentions for each definitional element was recorded. In a second stage, we categorized and numbered
more complex responses that combined multiple definitional elements in a single answer, including two,
three, or four definitional elements. Answers containing two components included combinations such as
physical aggression and verbal aggression; physical aggression and repetition; verbal aggression and
repetition; physical aggression and exclusion from the group; verbal aggression and exclusion from the
group; or exclusion from the group and repetition. Answers containing three components combined
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physical aggression, verbal aggression, and repetition. Finally, answers containing four components
combined physical aggression, verbal aggression, exclusion from the group, and repetition.

Results

1. Definition of bullying

First, participants were asked ‘Do you believe there is a difference between teasing and bullying?’
Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. Participants were
then given the possibility to openly comment their answers. Four themes were extracted from their
written comments: “repetition as an element of difference between bullying and teasing” (34.5% (66) of
the participants), “magnitude of the problem as an element of difference” (8.4% (16)), “duration of the
issue as an element of difference” (1% (2)) and “no difference between bullying and teasing” (5.8% (11)).
5.8% (12) of the participants gave an off-topic answer, 48.7% (93) of the participants did not answer the
question, and 3.7% (7) of the answers were counted twice because they belonged to two different
categories.

Second, participants were asked to select answers among proposals to complete the sentence ‘/ believe
bullying is when...". Percentages for each answer in the whole sample are represented in Figure 1, and
show that a majority of the respondents estimated that bullying is when “a child is often: teased by other
children (83%); “ hit, pushed, bitten or the like (78%); called nasty names by other children (77%) ignored
or excluded in other ways (77%).

Third, participants were asked: “Describe in your own words what you interpret as bullying. Just write
what immediately comes to mind’. Four themes were extracted through qualitative analysis of written
answers: “repetition of an aggression”, “verbal aggressions”, “physical aggressions” and “exclusion from
the group of children”. 46% (88) of the participants included repetitiveness of aggression; 48.2% (92) of
the participants included verbal aggressions; 31.4% (60) included physical aggressions and finally 22%
(42) included exclusion from the group of children in their description of bullying. 7.3% (14) of the
answers were off-topic. In a second categorization, we numbered the more complex answers: 14.7% (28)
of the participants included two components in their answers; 14.7% (28) of the participants included
three components in their answers and 2% (4) participants included four components in their answers.
6.8% (13) of the participants did not answer or did not provide a precise enough answer for us to include

their response in our analysis.
2. Description of bullying and exclusion phenomena among preschool students

First, participants were asked ‘Do some of the children in your preschool intimidate each other?".
Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. 57.3% of the
teacher staff and 42.4% of the extracurricular staff think that it is the case sometimes; while a minority
of the teacher staff (3.9%) and of the extracurricular staff (10.6%) think it is often the case.
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Second, participants were asked ‘Do all of the children in your preschool have playmates, or is anyone
left out?’. Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. 44.4%
of the extracurricular staff think that all of the children have someone to play with, while it is the case
only for 17.5% of the teacher staff. 62.1% of the teacher staff think that certain children occasionally do
not have someone to play with, while 44.4% of the extracurricular staff think the same idea.

Third, participants answered the open question “/n what ways do the children usually intimidate each
other? Describe in your own words”. 47.1% (90) of the participants mentioned elements of verbal
aggression. More specifically, 17.8% (34) reported verbal mockeries related to clothing, physical
appearance, etc.; 5.8% (11) mentioned threats; 3.1% (6) mentioned shouting / yelling and 1% (2)
mentioned insults. 27.2% (52) of the participants indicated elements of physical aggression. Within this
category, 4.1% of the participants (8) mentioned hitting; 2.6% (5) nudging; 2.6% (5) taking an aggressive /
intimidating physical stance; 1.2% (3) verbally threatening to hit; one participant mentioned pulling hair;
one participant mentioned playing violent games ; and one participant mentioned gestures such as
showing the middle finger. Finally, 23% (44) of the participants reported elements of relational
aggression, such as social exclusion and blackmailing according to 8.4% (16) of the participants;
exclusion from peer activities / rejection of classmates according to 7.3% (14) of the participants;
leading activities in a dominant manner according to 5.2% (10) of the participants; and forcing
classmates to do something against their will according to one participant. 26.2% (50) of the
participants did not answer this question.

Finally, participants were asked to discuss whether they had witnessed bullying in preschool. Over the
course of the 12 meetings, 4 groups reported that they had never observed bullying in their preschool
setting. 7 groups expanded on this claim, arguing that the term "bullying" is inadequate to describe
aggressive behaviors during the preschool years for several reasons: (1) both targets and perpetrators of
aggressive behaviors were not consistent over time (3/7), (2) preschool children do not fully understand
the consequences of their actions and are in the process of learning to coexist (2/7), and (3) aggressive
behaviors in preschool are not typically supported by groups of children targeting a single individual
(1/7). 2 groups felt that the term "bullying” is too strong for this age group, while 1 group stated that
what is observed in preschool are merely the premises of bullying. Only 1 of the 12 groups was
ambivalent, as a portion of its members believed that bullying could indeed occur in preschool.

3. Positioning of staff and parents

First, participants were asked ‘In your experience, does bullying — or a bad tone — exist among staff
members at your preschool?’. Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are
reported in Table 1. The majority of the teacher staff (59.6.7% ) and of the extracurricular staff (64%)
indicated that they do not perceive the presence of bullying or a bad tone among staff members at their
respective preschool. Second, participants were asked ‘Do you feel that all members of staff speak to
the children in an appropriate manner?’. Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis
are reported in Table 1. The majority of the teacher staff (58.2%) and of the extracurricular staff (63.5%)
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indicate that the members of the staff typically interact with the children in an appropriate manner. Third,
participants were asked ‘How would you rate your collaboration with parents?’. Responses repartition
and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. The majority of the teacher staff (77.3%)
and of the extracurricular staff (72.6%) would rate their collaboration with parents positively.

4.  Bullying prevention

First, when asked ‘Has your preschool focused on bullying in the past?, 49.7% (95) of the participants
answered “no”, “yes, in connection with one or more specific incidents”: 38,7% (74), “yes, we have
discussed bullying at staff meetings”: 1% (2), “yes, we have raised bullying at meetings with the parents”:

0.5% (1). 10.5% (20) of the participants did not answer this question.

Second, participants were asked ‘Are there any areas that you feel you and your colleagues could
improve, in respect of how you deal with conflict and teasing among the children?’. Responses
repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. The majority of the teacher
staff (57%) and of the extracurricular staff (60%) answered ‘yes'’. In this question, an open-ended part
was also completed by the participants. 23% (44) of the participants considered that communication,
both oral (20.9%) and visual (2.1%), could be improved, as well as the degree of prevention of bullying
according to 4.7% (9) of the participants; the access to training for the school personnel according to
3.7% (7) of the participants; conflict-management according to 3.1% (6) of the participants. 2.6% (5) of
the participants mentioned other elements such as the importance of creating a safe school climate (1)
and the need to improve how adults address and respond to young children's emotions (4). 58% (111) of
the participants did not answer this question, and 5.2% (10) of the participants gave an off-topic answer.

Third, participants were asked to select answers among proposals to respond to the question ‘Who is
responsible for any bullying that takes place among the children? . Percentages for each answer in the
whole sample are represented in the figure below (see Figure 2). “The children’s group” (80%) and “the
individual child” (52%) were the two most frequent answers.

Fourth, participants were asked ‘Do you believe bullying can be prevented?’. Responses repartition and
the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. The majority of the teacher staff (95%) and
of the extracurricular staff (93.9%) hold positive thoughts on the fact that bullying can be prevented.

Fifth, participants answered the open question “What do you believe could be done to prevent bullying?
Just write what immediately comes to mind”. 27.7% (53) of the participants considered that bullying can
be prevented by providing children with information on the topic; 12% (23) by giving children the
opportunity to talk about the difficulties they face at school due to bullying; 11% (21) by the use of
various tools, such as books on the topic of bullying, role-plays in class, short videos followed by
discussions, games or activities related to bullying; 11% (21) suggested being vigilant in observing
interactions between children and intervening promptly when bullying occurs; 8.9% (17) of the
participants emphasized collaboration with parents; 6.8% (13) stressed the need for a professional team
trained in addressing bullying to support children; 6.3% (12) highlighted the importance of fostering
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empathy within the children's group; 5.2% (10) pointed to strengthening group cohesion among children;
and 3.1% (6) believed bullying could be prevented through training for school professionals. 4.7% (9) of
the participants gave off-topic answers, and 21.5% (41) participants did not answer this question.

Sixth, participants were asked ‘Do you believe that parents can take steps to prevent bullying?”.
Responses repartition and the result of the Chi-square analysis are reported in Table 1. The majority of
the preschool teachers (76.8%) and of the extracurricular staff (69.7%) indicate that they surely believe
that parents can take steps to prevent bullying.

Finally, participants answered the open-ended question “What do you think will be the biggest challenge
to working with Free of Bullying?”. In the whole sample, 13.6% (26) of the participants identified
continuous engagement in a prevention program as the biggest challenge. This includes keeping all
school staff and parents engaged over time (7.8% or 15 participants ), motivating children to apply their
learnings about bullying (1.6% 3)), harmonizing rules and information among teachers to create
continuity within the school (1% (2)). The second major challenge, highlighted by 7.4% (14) of
participants was the adaptation of messages around bullying and its consequences for young children.
The third challenge identified by 5.2% (10) of participants involved finding the time to regularly propose
prevention activities. 4.2% (8) identified communication as a main challenge, and more precisely the
need for improved communication among adults surrounding the children (school staff and parents) and
conveying clear information about bullying to the children.. Another 4.2% (8) identified the organization
of program deployment as a main challenge, particularly in terms of scheduling interventions, training all
school staff members, the appropriation of the tools by the professional team and the identification of
children’s needs. Finally, 3.7% (7) of participants considered creating a peaceful school climate as the
main challenge of this implementation, particularly enabling a safe space based on dialogue and
communication where children feel secure enough to discuss their problems. 3.7% (7) of the participants
gave off-topic answers, and 54% (103) of the participants did not answer the question.

Discussion

This study explored the perceptions and beliefs of French preschool workers regarding the existence and
prevention of bullying in preschool settings, focusing on (1) the definition of bullying, (2) the bullying
behaviors observed in the preschool setting, (3) the positioning of school staff and parents, (4) workers’
beliefs concerning bullying prevention.

The ability of preschool workers to detect bullying among preschoolers depends on their capacity to
endorse its key definitional components. In this sample, 33.1% of the respondents did not differentiate
bullying from teasing, and more than 30% of respondents considered that a child being occasionally
teased or called nasty names could represent a case of bullying. When asked to describe what they
interpret as bullying, 48.2% of the participants were able to cite repetitiveness of aggressive behaviors as
a definitional feature, but none of them mentioned an imbalance of power or intentionality. These
findings suggest that French preschool workers are not familiar with two of the criteria of the definition
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of bullying, and that between 30% and 52.8% of our participants may not know or underestimate the
repetitiveness criteria.

In line with previous studies conducted in other countries (Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Boulton, 1997; Kovac
& Cameron, 2021; Helgeland & Lund, 2017; Monks et al., 2003; Vlachou et al. 2011), preschool workers
reported various forms of verbal, physical and relational aggressions among preschoolers. Verbal
aggressions were the most commonly reported. Nonetheless, only 6.6% of the respondents considered
that children often intimidate each other, suggesting that these aggressive behaviors were only
occasionally observed. Regular exclusion from games of certain children was observed by 14.4% of the
respondents, showing that social exclusion dynamics already exist among preschoolers. Interestingly,
perceptions of teacher vs. extracurricular staff significantly differed, as teacher staff most often reported
social exclusion dynamics. Different hypotheses could explain this perceptive gap: (1) behaviors of
children may differ during different day times and under different levels of supervision; (2) the teacher
group may have a more accurate perception of child relationships as they spend more time with them;
(3) the extracurricular staff may implement games which are proposed to the whole group of children,
which may leave out the possibility of spontaneous social exclusion by preschoolers ; (4) the two
professional groups may differ in their training or observational skills.

Importantly, when given the possibility to comment on their perceptions of preschool bullying, 11 of the
12 groups considered that the term of bullying was not appropriate in preschool, either because they had
never observed it, or because it was too strong for the preschool years. This finding differs from previous
studies conducted in Northern European countries (Campbell & Morgan, 2017; Kirves and Sajaniemi,
2012; Kova¢ and Cameron, 2021), where an agreement regarding the existence of preschool bullying was
found. This discrepancy could be explained by different hypotheses. First, as France has been lacking
behind for several years in the domain of bullying prevention, French professionals may have a more
limited knowledge and awareness of bullying. In line with this hypothesis, one group considered that the
term bullying is not applicable in preschool as children do not fully understand the consequences of their
actions and are in the process of learning to coexist (2/7), and another because aggressive behaviors in
preschool are not typically supported by groups of children targeting a single individual, while these two
criteria are not part of the definition of bullying. Another explanation for the reluctance of French
preschool workers to apply the term of bullying in preschool may reside in the difference in terminology
found in France when compared to other countries. Indeed, harcélement in France is legally defined and
may lead to serious consequences, such as legal prosecutions. Finally, three groups also considered that
bullying could not be applied in preschool, as targets and perpetrators are not consistent over time,
which is in line with the view of several researchers who consider that the imbalance of power and
repetition may not be sufficiently stable to apply the term bullying during the preschool years (Monks et
al. 2002, 2003).

Analyses of items devoted to the positioning of school staff showed that the majority of our respondents
considered that professionals spoke in an appropriate manner to other staff members and students.
Nonetheless, 17.7% of these respondents reported bullying or at least a bad tone among staff members
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on an occasional or frequent basis, while 19.5% considered that some or several staff members
frequently do not speak to children in an appropriate manner. Scientific literature underscores the
importance of fostering a positive school climate for bullying prevention, particularly through supportive
teacher attitudes: such a climate is associated with greater student willingness to engage in prosocial
behaviors and to prevent bullying and violent threats (Eliot et al., 2010; Gendron et al., 2011). Hence, our
findings suggest that professional training of preschool workers could be extended to improve social
skills and relationship dynamics within the adult group.

Concerning the beliefs of the participants on the quality of their collaboration with parents, a large
majority rated it in a positive way, and preschool workers reported that they believed that parents can
take steps to prevent bullying. This belief is shared by Norwegian preschool workers and parents,
although in Norway, the quality of this collaboration is rated as higher by the parents rather than by the
preschool workers (Cameron & Kovac, 2017). Previous research has pointed out the importance of
collaboration between preschool workers and parents. Such as Ma and collaborators (2016), who
showed that a strong involvement of parents in the early education of their children, especially in the
connection with the school and the preschool, is positively correlated to learning outcomes.

Regarding the prevention of bullying, our study reveals that most preschool workers have not previously
focused on this issue. Analyzing the qualitative data, we found that French preschool workers tend to
adopt reactive rather than preventive approaches to bullying. This finding aligns with existing
international research, which indicates that preschool workers typically respond to bullying situations as
they arise and only discuss the issue with parents when a child is directly involved (Cameron & Kovag,
2017). Among the participants, only 42% cited the teachers as one of the responsibles of bullying when it
takes place between children. Furthermore, while a strong majority of participants believe that bullying
can be prevented, nearly 3% feel it cannot be prevented, about 5% are uncertain, and approximately 37%
think it is only probably preventable. These findings possibly reflect the lack of coherent preventive policy
currently deployed in the French preschool settings, and indicate a lack of training of professionals in
bullying prevention. The doubts that some professionals hold about the possibility of bullying prevention
and the apparent low level of responsibility felt by the preschool workers may also hamper the
dissemination of preventive programs. Nonetheless, 56% of the respondents considered that they could
improve their management of children's aggressive behaviors, showing to the least that a majority of
professionals may be open to the introduction of new practices. To prevent bullying, our sample believed
in majority that more information should be shared to preschoolers on this topic. Only 11% of
respondents cited activities such as role-play, short videos followed by discussion, games or activities
typically found in prevention programs as possible means of reducing bullying. When asked to think of
the biggest challenge they may face when working with a prevention program, 13.6% of participants
considered that remaining continuously engaged in such a program would be a challenge, which is
indeed an important question to address when disseminating prevention programs to achieve
sustainability (Moore et al. 2017).

Strengths and limitations
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This study presents several strengths and limitations that should be considered. Among its strengths,
the sample included several schools, and two groups of workers (teacher staff and extracurricular staff)
were largely represented, allowing us to compare their perceptions and beliefs. The schools were not
selected on a voluntary basis, ensuring that the participants are not biased in favor of bullying prevention
compared to other school staff. The methodological choice of using both quantitative and qualitative
analyses allowed us to capture tendencies in perceptions and beliefs, while exploring important
nuances, especially in the definitional aspects of the concept of bullying.

This study also does have certain limitations. A key limitation is the uneven distribution of participants
across groups, especially the lower number of preschool assistants, which was insufficient to include
this group in our comparative analysis. Gaining a deeper understanding of preschool assistants’ beliefs
would have been interesting, particularly in order to compare it with teachers' perspectives, given the
differences in their training, roles in the classroom, and relationships with children. Another
methodological limitation of this study is the potential risk of social desirability bias in participants’
responses, as the investigators were also investigating the pilot phase of the Free of bullying program.
Utilizing multiple data collection methods, as was done here, is a useful first step in addressing this
issue. However, we could have gone further by statistically measuring the social desirability bias (Hart et
al., 2015). Furthermore, regarding the relationship between preschool workers and parents, we did not
measure parents’ beliefs. Collecting this data would have been valuable to determine whether the beliefs
of preschool workers align with those of parents and to gain a more accurate understanding of their
relationship. Finally, a key limitation of our study is that we did not gather preschool workers’ beliefs
regarding the dynamics between victim and perpetrator roles. Assessing this topic would have helped
determine whether preschool workers believe the roles of victims and perpetrators are interchangeable
in preschool settings.

Conclusions and orientations for further research

This study is the first conducted in France on this topic, providing valuable new data on the perceptions
and beliefs of preschool workers. Understanding their beliefs is essential for improving bullying
prevention programs in preschool settings and ensuring strong engagement from preschool staff in
preventive initiatives. Although French preschool workers were reluctant to use the term “bullying” to
describe interactions among young children, they did observe physical, verbal, and relational
aggressions, underscoring the need for preventive programs to address these behaviors. Such forms of
aggression are also reported among preschool staff, further highlighting the importance of fostering a
positive, peaceful climate for both children and adults. Participants appeared to have not focused on
bullying prevention in the past, and to be aware that progress could be made in their schools regarding
this issue. Nonetheless, some were also hesitant about the possibility of preventing bullying, and a
majority appeared to underestimate the responsibility of adult professionals in addressing this issue. For
future research on this topic, scholars examining preschool workers’ beliefs should aim to address the
methodological gaps in this study, ensuring that all relevant missing data—outlined here—are collected.
As for bullying prevention in French preschools, our findings confirm that this issue has been largely
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overlooked and that preschool staff generally hold a positive view on the feasibility of prevention. This
positions them, alongside parents, as essential allies in efforts to prevent bullying at this early stage.
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Percentages of responses to the question “What is your interpretation of bullying? / believe bullying is
when: tick none, one or more boxes”.
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Figure 2

Percentages of the answers to the question: “Who is responsible for any bullying that takes place among
the children?: tick one or more boxes”.
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