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GROUPS AND BULLYING

GROUPS AND BULLYING
Within 35 cases reported to us, there were 18
cases where a single target was bullied by a
group of children, but the target was then
supported by other children.
I discovered that a group of girls in my class were bullying one particular child ...
there were about 7 or 8 involved altogether (P30, 10-11 years).

Children (friends of the bullied) approached me and told
me about what had happened, giving me names of the
bullies, also of other children who could corroborate their
story.[ ....] they had not approached any other teachers
or informed their parents (P 19, 11-13 years)
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OVERVIEW
Two main questions:
o How may group
processes maintain
bullying among
children?
o How may group
processes resist
bullying among
children?

APPROACHES TO BULLYING

Much research has focused at the individual level:
• Victims tend to have an exploitable weakness and to be
submissive (Carney & Merrell, 2001).
• Bullies tend to lack friendliness and emotional stability
(Tani, Greenman, Scneider, & Fregoso, 2003).
• The root of the problem is the family situation: bullies may
learn maladaptive coping skills from their parents (Carney
& Merrell, 2001), or come from families that are fraught
with conflict (Schwartz, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1997).
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BULLYING AS A GROUP PROCESS

But –
bullying frequently occurs between
people in groups and organizations.
It is often a

group phenomenon.

The aim of my research is to examine
how responses to bullying change
depending on group-related factors.
7

BULLYING AND SOCIAL IDENTITY
Research has examined children’s appraisal of
bullying situations using social identity theory

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979)
• Part of your identity is made up of the groups to which you
belong
•

Groups have norms to which its members are expected to
conform

• Groups strive for self-esteem by maintaining a positive ingroup
image.
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EFFECTS OF GROUP MEMBERSHIP
Group perspective affects the
intentions perceived behind
bullying behaviours
Gini (2006, 2007) - Children showed
ingroup bias towards their class
group when cast in perpetrator and
target roles.
Jones et al. (2008)) - Children
encouraged to identify with a
perpetrator group concluded that one
child was deserving of punishment,
whereas third party group members
concluded that the whole perpetrating
group was punishable.

EFFECTS OF GROUP NORMS
Work has shown that children are sensitive
to group norms in bullying contexts.

Peer group norms of inclusion and exclusion
(Nesdale, Maass, Durkin, & Griffiths, 2005;
Nesdale et al., 2008)

Peer group norms for or against picking on
others (Ojala & Nesdale, 2004).

School versus peer group norms for inclusion
and exclusion (Nipedal, Nesdale & Killen,
2010; Palmer, 2011).

Does the normative context (how the
perpetrating group usually behave) help to
maintain or resist bullying among children?
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INGROUP IDENTIFICATION
Ingroup identification has a
moderating influence on children’s
reactions to intergroup events.
Children’s acceptance by social
groups contributes to their selfesteem (Verkuyten, 2007; Nesdale
& Pelyhe, 2009).

Intergroup emotions are (generally)
experienced more keenly by those
who are highly identified with a
group (e.g., Yzerbyt et al., 2006).
Does ingroup identification
enhance the maintenance and/or
resistance of bullying among
children?

GROUP-BASED EMOTIONS
Group-based emotion theory posits that we
may experience some emotions because
we belong to certain groups (e.g., Smith,
1993).
These emotions will be stronger, the more one
identifies with the group in question.
Emotions are linked to specific action
tendencies
So –if you belong to a group involved in
bullying, will you experience emotions
pertinent to the bullying, and will you be
moved to act upon them, to maintain or
resist the bullying?
Initial evidence (Jones, Manstead, &
Livingstone, 2009; De Amicis, Brown &
Banerjee, 2009)
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RESEARCH EVIDENCE
•

Three experimental studies
concerning children’s
responses to a cyberbullying
incident

•

Children (aged 10-13 years)

•

Look at:
•Group membership
•Group norms
•Ingroup identification

•

Longitudinal study on children’s
friendship groups

Are group processes involved in the
maintenance of bullying?

7

22/03/2013

STUDY 1: EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
Between-Subjects Factors
Group Membership
Perpetrator’s Group or Target’s Group or Third Party Group

Perpetrator’s Group Norm
To be kind or unkind to other children

Measured Variables
Moderators

Identification with the Ingroup
Appraisal: Group Responsibility
Dependent variables

Group-Based Emotions
Tendency to stop the bullying

STUDY 1: PROCEDURE
Children are allocated to one of three groups at
random: e.g., Jenny’s group, Pete’s group, etc..
They read a story in which a member of one of
these groups, supported by other group members,
bullies a person from one of the other groups.
They respond to questions about the story posed in
a questionnaire.

Jones et al. (2011). British Journal of Psychology
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STUDY 1: SCENARIO
Describes three groups walking home from school
Highlights the norm of perpetrator’s group (kind or unkind to
others)
Jenny’s group were looking at something together over Jenny’s shoulder as they
walked; all three of them. They all laughed.
Debbie’s phone beeped: a text message. She fished it out of her bag, and
read the message;
How r u, Debbie? Who cares?
U r such a loser!
It was from Jenny and her group. Debbie wiped away a tear, and put her
phone away quickly. She had hoped things would be alright tonight. Shakily, she said
good-bye to the others, pushed open her garden gate, and let herself into the empty
house. She started to cry to herself.

STUDY 1: PEER GROUP NORMS
GROUP
RESPONSIBILITY

IDENTIFICATION

PRIDE

GROUP

SHAME

AFFILIATING
WITH THE
PERPETRATORS

WITHDRAWING
FROM THE
GROUP

MEMBERSHIP
PERPETRATOR’S
GROUP NORMS
Children will respond in a way that would maintain bullying to the extent they (a)
identify with their assigned bullying group, (b) judge the intergroup bullying as groupbased, and (c) judge the bullying as normative.
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GROUP-BASED PRIDE
High Identification, Low Responsibility

GROUP-BASED SHAME

High Identification, Low
Responsibility

High Identification, High
Responsibility
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ACTION TENDENCIES

GroupBased
Pride

GroupBased
Shame

0.52*

0.32*

Affiliating with the
perpetrator’s group

Withdrawing from the
perpetrator’s group

REPUTATION MANAGEMENT?

Children assigned to a perpetrator’s group acted in ways to protect the
reputation of their group, deflecting attention away from themselves when
a negative act has been committed.

This could be seen as a conciliatory. If highly identified group members
believe they are not responsible for negative behaviour that could be
regarded as normative for their group, it might be functional to express low
pride and high shame to avoid punishment.

Reputation management theory (RMT; Emler & Reicher, 2005), aims to
show how marginalized groups may create an alternative social identity
amongst themselves that holds their group in a positive light.
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STUDY 2: COOPERATION AND COMPETITION
Competitive versus cooperative contexts
(Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961)
Cooperative play and prosocial behaviour
(Bay-Hinitz, Peterson, & Quilitch, 1994)
Jigsaw classrooms
(Aronson, 1997)
Whether the salient context is cooperative or competitive
has an impact on prosocial and bullying behaviour
23

STUDY 2: PROCEDURE

Focused on bullying in 10-13 year-olds in Italy
(N = 148).
They were randomly allocated to groups as
before.
They played a game with a competitive,
cooperative or neutral theme.
They read a story in which a member of one of
these groups, supported by other group
members, bullies a person from one of the other
groups.
They responded to questions about the story
posed in a questionnaire.
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STUDY 2: PEER GROUP NORMS
GROUP
RESPONSIBILITY

IDENTIFICATION

PRIDE
GROUP

AFFILIATING
WITH THE
PERPETRATORS

APOLOGIZING TO
THE TARGET

REGRET

MEMBERSHIP

NORMATIVE
CONTEXT
Children will respond in a way that would maintain bullying to the extent they (a) identify with their
assigned bullying group, (b) judge the intergroup bullying as group-based, and (c) judge the bullying
as normative.

GROUP-BASED PRIDE
Low Identification

High Identification

Children in the perpetrator’s group exposed
to the cooperative norm expressed less
pride than other children, when not highly
identified with that peer group...
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GROUP-BASED REGRET
Low Identification

High Identification

Children in the perpetrator’s group
exposed to the cooperative norm
expressed more regret than other
children, when not highly identified
with that peer group...
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STUDY 2: ACTION TENDENCIES

GroupBased
Pride

GroupBased
Regret

.14

.19**

Affiliating with
the
perpetrator’s
group
Apologizing to
the target
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STUDY 3: SCHOOL NORMS

Peer group norms have an effect on group-based
responding, as does the overarching normative context.

How do more chronic normative contexts, like the school
ethos, affect responding ?

How do such contexts work in concert with the peer group
norm?

STUDY 3: SCHOOL NORMS

PEER
GROUP
NORMS

NASTINESS
AFFILIATING
WITH THE
PERPETRATORS

PRIDE
SHAME

SCHOOL
NORMS

WITHDRAWING
FROM THE
GROUP

IDENTIFICATION

The school norm and peer group norm will affect group-based responding
Children will respond in line with peer group norms with increasing identification with their
peer group.
The perceived nastiness (norm consistency) of the incident will moderate the intensity of
group-based emotions
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STUDY 3: EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
Between-Subjects Factors
• Peer Group Norm
• To be kind or unkind to other children

• School Norm
• Competitive or Cooperative

Measured Variables
Moderators
Identification with the Ingroup
Appraisal: Nastiness

Dependent variables
Group-Based Pride and Shame
Action Tendencies

STUDY 3: PROCEDURE

Children (N = 153) aged 10-11 years, M = 11.04 years.
They were all randomly allocated to the perpetrator’s
group, by the same method as before.
Children read about the norms of a school that two peer
groups attended.
They read a story in which a member of the perpetrator’s
group, supported by other group members, bullies a
person from one of the other groups.
They responded to questions about the story posed in a
questionnaire.
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GROUP-BASED PRIDE

33

GROUP-BASED SHAME
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STUDY 3: ACTION TENDENCIES

GroupBased
Pride

GroupBased
Shame

.280*

.277*

Affiliating with
the
perpetrator’s
group
Withdrawing
from the
perpetrator’s
group

REAL FRIENDSHIP GROUPS
Salmivalli et al. (e.g., 1996) showed
that within friendship groups children
can take on different roles (e.g., bully,
victim, defender).
A lot of research has focused on
characteristics and behaviours of
children in these roles.
There is much less on their effect on
others in the peer group.

18

22/03/2013

ESRC HUMOUR AND BULLYING
PROJECT
Sample of 1 241 UK children, aged 11-13
years (M = 11.68 years, SD = 0.64 years,
612 male, 93% white).
Children completed the Child Humour
Styles Questionnaire (Fox, Dean, & Lyford,
in press).
Children also completed:
A four-item, self-report Loneliness
and Social Satisfaction scale (Asher,
Hymel & Renshaw, 1984),
Children’s Depression Inventory –
short form (Kovacs, & Beck, 1977),
Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem
measure.

ESRC HUMOUR AND BULLYING
PROJECT
Children were asked to
nominate a best friend, and their
friends, in the class, and to give
each classmate a rating from 1
“dislike very much”, to 5 “like
very much”.
Children nominated classmates
according to their involvement in
bullying (limited to three
nominations).
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LONGITUDINAL DATA ANALYSES
CROSS SECTIONAL CORRELATIONS (TIME 1)

Childhood
Depression
Inventory
Childhood
Depression
Inventory

Social Peer
Victimisation

Perpetrators in
Groups

.221**

.068*

Social Peer
Victimisation

.229**

Perpetrators in
Groups

CORRELATIONS

T1
Social
Victimisation

.66**

.20***

T2
Social
Victimisation

.22***

T1
CDI

58***

T2
CDI
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LONGITUDINAL DATA ANALYSES
MODEL

.289

TIME 1
PERPETRATORS
IN FRIENDSHIP
GROUPS

TIME 1 SOCIAL
VICTIMISATION

.0144

TIME 2 CDI
.169

Significant indirect effect.

MAINTAINING BULLYING
Children assigned to a perpetrator’s group will act
in ways to protect the reputation of their group,
deflecting attention away from themselves if a
negative act has been committed.

Highly identified group members in Study 2
showed solidarity with a fellow ingroup member
and a willingness to stay true to the reputation of
the group, despite the prospect of blame and
negative consequences.

Presence of perpetrators in groups has an indirect
positive effect on symptoms of depression.
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Are group processes involved in
the resistance of bullying?

RESISTING BULLYING
LEGITIMACY

IDENTIFICATION

GROUP

ANGER

STOPPING
THE
BULLYING
BEHAVIOUR

MEMBERSHIP
PERPETRATOR’S
GROUP NORMS
Children will respond in a way that would resist bullying to the extent they
(a) identify with their assigned target group, (b) judge the intergroup
bullying as illegitimate, and (c) find the bullying is counter-normative.
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STUDY 1: GROUP-BASED ANGER

ACTION TENDENCIES

Anger
B = 0.58*

Stopping
the
behaviour

46
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RESISTING BULLYING
LEGITIMACY

IDENTIFICATION

ANGER

GROUP

STOPPING
THE
BULLYING
BEHAVIOUR

MEMBERSHIP
NORMATIVE
CONTEXT
Children will respond in a way that would resist bullying to the extent they
(a) identify with their assigned target group, (b) judge the intergroup
bullying as illegitimate, and (c) find the bullying is counter-normative.

STUDY 2: GROUP-BASED ANGER

High Identification, Low Responsibility
Low Identification, Low Responsibility
Z-Standardized Group-Based
Anger
Z-Standardized
Group-Based
Anger

4
3
2
1
0
-1
-2
-3

4
3
2
1
0
-1
-2
-3

Perpetrator's Group
Perpetrator's Group
Target's Group
Target's Group
Third Party Group
Third Party Group

Competitive Cooperative
Neutral
Competitive Cooperative
Neutral
Norm
Norm
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ACTION TENDENCIES

Anger
.19*

Stopping
the
behaviour
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STUDY 3: SCHOOL NORMS

PEER
GROUP
NORMS
SCHOOL
NORMS

NASTINESS

ANGER

TELLING AN
ADULT

IDENTIFICATION

The school norm and peer group norm will affect group-based responding
Children will respond in line with peer group norms with increasing
identification with their peer group.
The perceived nastiness (norm consistency) of the incident will moderate
the intensity of group-based emotions
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STUDY 3: GROUP-BASED ANGER

ACTION TENDENCIES

Anger
.407**

Stopping
the
behaviour
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LONGITUDINAL DATA ANALYSES
CROSS SECTIONAL CORRELATIONS (TIME 1)

Childhood
Depression
Inventory
Childhood
Depression
Inventory

Social Peer
Victimisation

Defenders in
Groups

.221**

-.009

Social Peer
Victimisation

-.013

Defenders in
Groups

CORRELATIONS

T1
Social
Victimisation

.66**

.20***

T2
Social
Victimisation

.22***

T1
CDI

58***

T2
CDI
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LONGITUDINAL DATA ANALYSES
MODEL

.042

TIME 1 SOCIAL
VICTIMISATION

TIME 1
DEFENDERS IN
FRIENDSHIP
GROUPS

-.005

TIME 2 CDI
.159

Significant indirect effect

RESISTING BULLYING

When children saw themselves as
sharing a group membership with the
target, they were more likely to feel
group-based anger about the bullying
incident.

Anger was accentuated among
perpetrator’s group members when the
group had a cooperative norm.

Anger was strongly associated with
wanting to tell an adult about the
bullying.

28

22/03/2013

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

• Peer group memberships have an important bearing on
what children feel, and these feelings are linked to what
children think they would do in response to bullying.
• Asking children why they might experience a sense of
pride if they were part of a peer group engaging in
bullying, and how best to act (or not act) upon this feeling.
• Provides a theoretical and empirical foundation for peer
support interventions, by invoking the role of group-based
emotions

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
• Effective intervention might therefore involve encouraging
children to question peer group norms that condone
treating other children badly.
• Viewing bullying in the context of an overarching
competitive norm can encourage emotions and action
tendencies that endorse bullying.
• Anti-bullying interventions might usefully promote a
cooperative school ethos, through mottos, classroom
tasks, or games that encourage children to work together,
rather than compete against each other.
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CONCLUSIONS

Group processes are pertinent to the
maintenance and resistance of bullying.

In their responses to bullying, children take
account of the norms of a perpetrating group as
well as the wider normative context.

Successful anti-bullying interventions demand
an appreciation not only of the group-level
nature of bullying, and the involvement of
bystanders, but also of the group processes by
which children (a) come to be involved in
bullying in the first place, and (b) are motivated
or empowered to resist it.
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