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Abstract 

 

The aim of this research was to investigate the experience that students have of bullying in a 

primary school in Kildare, and to identify if there are relationships between bullying 

behaviours, quality of friendships and quality of life which was examined on five different 

dimensions; physical activities and health, general mood and feelings about self, family and 

free time, friends and school and learning. 

 This was a between-subject quantitative cross sectional study containing a sample of 76 

students aged between 9-12 years. The constructs were measured on the following 

questionnaires; The Olweus Questionnaire on Bullying for Students, (1996) Mc Gill 

Friendship Questionnaire-Friendship Functions (1999) and the KIDSCREEN- 27 (2006).   

Results indicate that a minority of students are affected by bullying behaviours, primarily 

exclusion and rejection by peers. Implications of the findings of this research study are 

discussed and outlined and are interpreted in line with previous research and associated 

findings. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review and Hypotheses 

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the incidence of self-reported bullying in 

the Irish primary school context in an attempt to establish the various roles of bullying; those 

of bully, victim, bully victim and those children who are not involved in bullying behaviours. 

The quality and functions of friendship and quality of life will also be investigated. 

  Primary school is the initial learning environment in which interactions begin 

formally between pupils and teachers; it is where children begin to learn and develop new 

skills and behaviours such as self-esteem and self-confidence; build new relationships and 

formulate friendships with both their peers and educators alike. Indeed, the educational 

system refers to the holistic development of the child, “the Irish primary education system 

aims to provide a holistic education to enable children to live their lives to the full and to 

realise their potential as unique individuals” (Primary School Curriculum, 1999, p. 8). 

However, this experience is not always similar or true for every child. For the child who may 

have become the target or subject of bullying behaviour, they have become a victim of 

bullying (O’ Moore, 2010, p. 11).  

Many theorists and researchers agree that child victimisation; being the target or 

victim for bullying behaviour can be the cause of significant distress and suffering (James, 

Sofroniou & Lawlor, 2003; O’ Moore, Kirkham & Smith, 1997). The consequences and 

enduring effects of bullying are immense, it is found to lead to increased stress and 

impairment in psychological well-being (Mc Guckin, Lewis & Cummins, 2010), depression, 

low self-worth or self-esteem (O’ Moore & Hillery, 1991) and suicide (Baron, Branscombe, 
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& Byrne, 2009). Consequently, Roland (2000a) found that having being bullied was 

associated with depression and suicidal ideation.  

Additionally, O’ Moore and Minton (2004) assert that being made the target of 

bullying behaviour can, ‘destroy a person’s confidence and self-esteem [and] cause physical, 

emotional and psychological damage of the potentially most serious and long-lasting kind’ 

(p. 1). 

This research aims to contribute to national literature by investigating the incidence of 

self-reported bullying within the Irish primary school context; to establish the frequency of 

bullies, victims, bully victims and those not involved aged 9-12 years. Along with this, 

quality of friendships, role of friendships and quality of life will be discussed. Bullying and 

aggression, the roles intertwined with bullying and the different types of bullying that can 

occur will also be discussed and contextualised. 

 

 Bullying  

 

Bullying research can be traced back to the wealth of research conducted by Dan 

Olweus and colleagues in Norway (1978, 1979).  Olweus (1996) has defined bullying as “a 

form of aggression that occurs when an individual or group intimidates, excludes, harasses, or 

mistreats, another or others, directly (physically or  verbally)  or  indirectly  (threats,  insults,  

isolation,  destruction,  or  theft  of  belongings, etc.)”(p.4). This negative action occurs when 

intentional injury or discomfort is inflicted upon an individual; this injury or discomfort can 

take many forms such as name-calling, teasing, taunting, extortion, threatening behaviour and 

physical contact which may include punching, kicking or hitting. Furthermore, Olweus 

(1996) postulates that these ‘negative actions’ can be conducted through social exclusion 
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from a group, gestures and facial expressions. Correspondingly, O’ Moore and Minton (2004, 

p. 72) offer a thorough definition of bullying, that ‘… a student is being bullied when he or 

she is singled out in an unpleasant way by another student or group of students. The bullied 

student is picked on again and again, and it is difficult for the person being bullied to defend 

himself or herself. It is not bullying when young people of about the same age and power 

have the occasional fight or quarrel’. However,  O’ Moore (2010) proposes that the current 

definition of bullying be revised to include, “isolated acts of anti-social aggression”, while 

she recognises that “single incidents of aggressive behaviour are not accepted as bullying”, to 

a young child one incident could have a detrimental effect (p. 24-26).  

It is generally accepted by theorists (O’ Moore & Minton, 2004; Olweus, 1993) that 

there are three main criteria associated with ‘traditional bullying’; that which does not include 

cyber-bullying or technology; these include the repetition of the behaviour over a sustained 

period of time (Olweus, 1993), the intent to cause harm (Campbell, 2005) and an imbalance 

of power between the victim and the bully (Campbell, 2005). Furthermore, it is generally and 

indeed widely accepted that bullying is an international problem that occurs in both primary 

and post-primary educational institutions (Mc Guckin, Cummins & Lewis, 2013; Berger, 

2005; O’ Moore, 2010). Teasing and social exclusion are often seen as part of the ‘norm’ and 

among the multitude of experiences children encounter as they become adolescents. Society 

is quite familiar with the perceptions of bullies as perceived in social media and other outlets; 

from those of the schoolyard bully fighting to the social queens who manipulate and set the 

pace for the rest of the crowd to follow.  As children begin to mature, their peers and friends 

become a source of guidance, emotional support and mutual understanding (Hunter, Boyle & 

Warden, 2004).   

Teenagers and young adolescents often face a struggle for acceptance and social 

standing among their peers; wanting to become part of the group and cementing friendships 
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within their peer groups (Reijntjes, Stegge, & Terwogt, 2006). Indeed, belonging and being 

accepted in a peer group is likely to decrease teasing, social exclusion and aggression 

however, many individuals who lack social support and that perceived sense of belonging are 

repeatedly subjected to intentional and deliberate harm (Reijntjes, Stegge, & Terwogt, 2006). 

These individuals can be targeted on a daily basis and often respond to their deliberate 

rejection in a manner that maintains or intensifies feelings of helplessness, weakness and 

destruction of confidence (Reijntjes et al, 2006). Many victims of bullying face a power 

imbalance from which they attempt to escape, some are capable of overcoming the bullying 

situation while others are unable to implement effective coping strategies to end the bullying 

(Schafer, Korn, Brodbeck, Wolke & Schulz, 2005).  Children who have been bullied over a 

sustained period of time often have quite a negative belief or understanding of their ability to 

change the situation (Hunter & Boyle, 2002). Many victims may endure the situation or 

ignore the situation as they fear that they themselves may be blamed for the bullying 

(Mischna & Alaggia, 2005). However, researchers argue that ignoring the bullying and 

failing to disclose it to others represent ineffective coping strategies for dealing with bullying 

(Coyne, Archer & Eslea, 2006).  

 Friendship relationships are important sources of support. Friends can provide 

emotional support and informational advice, as well as protecting “at-risk” adolescents from 

victimization by peers (Bukowski, Sipploa, & Boivin, 1995). Conversely, some victims may 

choose not to report incidence of bullying because of poor social skills; therefore they may 

not be able to develop and maintain friendships (Fox & Boulton, 2005). It is tempting to 

assume that bullies and victims associate with different groups of peers, however, it has been 

recognised that bullying can happen within friendships (Mishna, Wiener, & Pepler, 2008).  

Bullying is usually conceptualised to be a sub-type of the category that is ‘aggressive 

behaviour’ (Olweus, 1999a), indeed, Olweus asserts that within the set of behaviours that are 
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categorised as aggressive, the sub-set bullying intersects with another sub-set, violence and it 

is at this point that physical bullying is considered. Therefore, it is imperative to clearly 

distinguish between bullying and aggression. 

 

Aggression 

 

Aggressive behaviour is viewed as the intent to hurt or harm others; therefore it is 

regarded as destructive, disruptive or antisocial behaviour that negatively affects individuals 

in various ways (Fiske, 2010; Kourkoutas 2012). Previous research has tended to focus on the 

traditional dyadic relationship, that of bully and victim. Indeed, in attempting to define 

bullying and aggression it can be seen from the huge variety of research conducted that there 

are many forms, types and definitions of both bullying and aggression. Research has also 

highlighted that there are now multiple roles and forms intertwined within bullying (Crick & 

Nelson, 2002).  

In examining studies of aggression there is much confusion and debate over which 

terms are most appropriate to use when describing and discussing non-physical types of 

aggressive behaviour. 

 

Indirect Aggression 

 

 Indirect aggression is defined as a way to harm the target by exclusion or rejection 

(Archer & Coyne, 2005).  It refers to behaviours that may be covert or concealed; it involves 

behaviours that are often done ‘behind the back’ of the victim which may include spreading 

stories, lies and vicious rumours about the target (Gentile, Coyne & Walsh, 2011).  Social 

aggression is the use of manipulation in a group aimed at damaging the target’s social status 
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and self-esteem (Card, Stucky, Sawalani & Little; 2008). These behaviours are intended to 

intentionally damage the target’s interpersonal relationships and interactions with others; they 

generally require the involvement of other members of the peer group and are manifested in 

forms such as deliberate social exclusion, intended isolation and snubbing and also include 

negative facial gestures and movements. 

 

Types of bullying 

 

It is important to recognise and realise that children in primary schools can both 

experience and be subjected to a combination of bullying behaviours, those of physical and 

non-physical behaviours (O’ Moore, 2010, p. 23). These behaviours have also been 

categorised as direct and indirect bullying behaviours (Olweus, 1993; O’ Moore, 2010). 

Direct bullying can be considered to be overt behaviour which includes physical acts of 

aggression and verbal attacks; while indirect bullying is seen as covert behaviour; that in 

which aggressive acts are concealed and may be such as writing of offensive messages in 

public forums, spreading of malicious rumours online or writing of hurtful nasty messages in 

books or literature that will be used by others (O’ Moore, 2010, p. 29). Traditionally theorists 

have recognised that male students are more likely to suffer direct aggression (physical 

attacks, threatening behaviours) from their same sex peers while female students were more 

likely to suffer indirect aggression (exclusion, lies, rumour spreading) from their same sex 

peers (O’ Moore & Minton, 2004; O’ Moore, Kirkham & Smith, 1997).  

 

Relational/Social bullying 

 

Relational bullying is a form of harm that is inflicted though the damage and the 

manipulation of peer relationships (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). It involves the direct and 
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intended manipulation of peer relationships and friendships; it can be both confrontational 

and non-confrontational, in that it may feature the exclusion of a peer from a group or 

otherwise may feature character vilification and stigmatisation of a peer; additionally it may 

or may not involve members of the peer group (Archer & Coyne, 2005). The emphasis is on 

the intention to harm; focusing on harming social and interpersonal relationships, friendships 

and a target (Steyn, Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2011).  This behaviour includes the withdrawal 

of friendships, targeted social exclusion and manipulation, ignoring a peer, spreading of 

gossip and/or malicious rumours, intended victimisation. These behaviours are mostly 

concealed and covert, therefore, making it difficult for teachers, parents and other interested 

authorities to become aware of and intervene to address the situation (Murray-Close, Crick 

and Galotti, 2006). 

 

Physical bullying 

 

Physical bullying can be categorised as a form of direct bullying. (Olweus,1993).  

This behaviour includes pushing, shoving, punching, kicking, poking and tripping people 

(Anti- Bullying Guidelines, 2013, p. 9). Minton (2010) in a survey of Irish primary schools 

found that incidence rates of been physically hurt were higher amongst boys than girls; 

35.6% boys in comparison to 19.2% girls reported been physically hurt. 

 

Verbal bullying 

 

Verbal bullying is categorised as a form of indirect bullying which is carried out in 

negative actions; it may involve the use of threatening words, taunting, teasing and name 

calling (Olweus, 1993, p. 9). Minton (2010) found that boys were in primary school were 
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more likely than girls to be targeted through the use of verbal bullying; 42.2% boys, 36.6% 

girls (p. 137). Furthermore, Minton (2010) found that boys were more statistically 

significantly to have been subjected to verbal abuse based on religious backgrounds; 8.6% 

boys and 4% girls (p. 137).  

 

Cyberbullying 

 

Cyberbullying  can be defined as “an aggressive,  intentional act carried out by a 

group or individual, using electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a 

victim  who  can  not  easily  defend  himself  or  herself”  (Smith  et  al  2006,  as  cited  in 

O’ Moore & Minton 2009). Ybarra and Mitchell (2004)  found that the incidence of  cyber  

bullying  amongst  10  –  17  year  olds was  as  high  as  19% in an international survey.  In 

the Irish context, 4% of 9-16 year olds reported being bullied online or through mobile phone 

communication (O’ Neill & Dinh, 2013). 52% of victims of cyberbullies described 

themselves as being very upset or fairly upset by cyberbullying while 44% reported this as 

having a lasting or enduring effect (O’Neill & Dinh, 2013). Furthermore, O’ Moore (2012) 

found that within a sample group of over 3000 adolescents, 13.9% reported being a recent 

victim of cyberbullying and 8.6% admitted being involved in cyberbullying others.  

Cyberbullying can occur in several forms through the medium of information 

technologies.  Spreading of rumours, gossip, exclusion and attacks against reputations, 

friendships and  relationships have been cited as some of  the most common forms of cyber-

aggression (Jackson, Cassidy & Brown, 2009) and are mainly perpetrated through the use of 

text messages, photographs, phone calls, video clips, emails, chat-rooms, instant messaging, 

websites and social media forums (Smith, Mahdavi, Carvahlho & Tippett, 2006). O’ Moore  
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and Minton (2009) found  that  text messaging  and  bullying  via  web  sites  were  the  most  

popular means of  cyber bullying. 

 

Homophobic bullying 

 

Norman, Galvin and McNamara (2006) assert that homophobic bullying is not simply 

another type of bullying, but is linked to prevailing negative attitudes towards people of non-

heterosexual sexual orientation. Norrman (2005) conducted research into the extent and 

nature of homophobic bullying in Irish schools. Homophobic bullying is also pervasive 

within the educational context;  Carolan and Redmond (2003) found that 44% of their 

participants in Northern Ireland reported having been bullied at school in the last three 

months because of their sexual orientation; correspondingly in the Republic of Ireland 

Minton and O’ Moore (2008) found that 50% of their participants reported homophobic 

bullying. Additionally, research by Maycock, Bryan, Carr and Kitching (2009) illustrates that 

58% of participants reported the existence of homophobic bullying in their schools, and that 

5% of participants had left school early because of the homophobic bullying they had 

endured. 

 

Racial bullying 

 

Minton (2010) found that 6.1% girls and 13.0% boys in Irish primary schools had 

been subjected to verbal abuse based on their race or colour, “I was called nasty names about 

my colour or race” (p. 137). Curry, Gilligan, Garratt & Scholtz (2011) conducted a study with 

330 children from migrant and ethnic minority groups from seven schools; it was found that 

racial bullying was an issue for many migrant children and that it usually took the form of 

ethnic name calling, but in some instances also involved physical attacks. 
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Different Roles in Bullying 

 

Bully 

 

Bullies are identified and described as those who bully others but who are not 

subjected or targeted themselves (Olweus, 1993). Also, Olweus (1993) contends that there 

are motives that encourage and promote bullying behaviours; those of power and dominance, 

family conditions which lead to hostility towards the environment and benefit component (p. 

35). The characteristics of a bully have been highlighted by Olweus (1993) as an individual 

who would demonstrate aggressive behaviours towards peers and adults alike, possess a 

positive attitude towards violence, and show little empathy or sympathy for their victims (p. 

34). In addition, it has been found that bullies view violence as being positive, use aggressive 

means and behaviours, tend to be confident and tough, and in certain instances possess a 

positive attitude about themselves and their actions (Omizo, Omizo, Baxa & Miyose, 2006).  

Research also indicates that bullies appear to be at an increased risk of becoming 

involved in anti-social behaviours, crime, delinquency, alcohol or drug abuse; demonstrate 

poor emotional and social regulation and adjustment; have poor academic achievements and 

lack close meaningful peer relationships (Nansel,Overpeck & Pilla, 2001; Olweus, 1993).  

 

Victim 

 

Olweus (1993) defines victimisation as being exposed, repeatedly and over time, to 

negative actions on the part of one or more others. Furthermore, it is asserted that victims are 

those who are subjected to bullying behaviour but do not carry out bullying themselves 

(Olweus, 1993).  Olweus (2003) identified two categories of victims; the passive/submissive 
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victim and the provocative/ aggressive victim (p. 14-15). Passive victims are those who are 

cautious, withdrawn, find it difficult to develop and maintain peer relationships and “signal to 

others that they are insecure and worthless individuals who will not retaliate if they are 

attacked or insulted” (Olweus, 2003, p. 32). While conversely, provocative victims are those 

who intentionally provoke or antagonise others; they “cause irritation and tension around 

them” s (p. 33).  

Research has indicated that victims of bullying behaviours appear to be at increased 

risk of loneliness, anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and perceived self-worth and lack of 

close friendships and relationships with peers (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Hawker & Boulton, 

2000; Nansel et al, 2001). Being a victim of bullying was also found to be associated with 

psychosomatic symptoms such as headaches, migraines, abdominal pains and sleep patterns 

(Fekkes, Pijpers & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2004). Cassidy and Taylor (2005) suggest that 

victims are more likely to exhibit poor psychological health if they employ ineffective coping 

strategies, feel unsupported or deserted when experiencing victimisation. 

 

Bully Victim 

 

Bully-victims are those who are bullied, and who also bully others (Olweus, 1996). 

Students can utilise both roles, they are the students who bully in one situation but are the 

victims in another.  Bully-victims are generally described as highly maladjusted individual 

that both internalise and externalise problems (Olweus, 1996), are at high risk for mental 

health difficulties and have a combination of poor emotional regulation skills and strategies 

coupled with aggressive-impulsive behaviour (Schwartz, Proctor & Chien, 2001). Most 

bully-victims are male (Graham, Bellmore & Mize, 2006) as it is generally males who 

display more overt forms of bullying behaviours. They also tend to be rejected by peers or 
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social groups, lack friendships and social skills that could protect them from aggressive acts 

(Schwartz, 2000).  

 

Bystander/Not involved  

 

These students watch and observe bullying taking place but usually do not intervene 

as they feel they may become the bully’s next intended target or secondly, that they do not 

possess the power to address or overcome the bully.  Previous studies indicate that children 

know that adults expect them to support and care for each other; they assert that they want to 

support the victims of bullying and that they are aware when bullying is occurring, but they 

do not follow through on these intended statements (O’ Connell, Pepler & Craig, 1997), 

perhaps for some of the reasons as highlighted above.   How bystanders react or act is often 

crucial to the discontinuation of bullying behaviours (Rigby, 1999).  Barhight, Hubbard and 

Hyde (2013) affirm this as they suggest that the bystander can have a significant impact on 

the incidence of bullying; they can join in the bullying behaviours, urge the bully to continue 

in the behaviours or ignore the incidents as they are occurring, therefore reinforcing the 

behaviours. Conversely, the bystander can take on the role of intervention and help to defend 

or assist the victim of the bully, therefore helping to dissipate or discourage bullying 

behaviours.  

 

Prevalence and Rates of Bullying 

 

It is quite difficult to gain an exact measurement as to the extent of bullying and 

aggression within educational contexts; research indicates that bullying is not a problem 

which is unique to any one culture but is instead prevalent worldwide in all cultures and 
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contexts. Indeed, bullying within educational contexts, in particular primary and post-primary 

settings is a pervasive and serious issue (Devine and Kelly 2006).  Much of the initial 

research into bullying and aggression has been conducted in Europe and Australia (Rigby, 

1999). 

Indeed, much of this research has stemmed from the publication of Dan Olweus’ book 

Aggression in the Schools: Bullies and Whipping boys in 1978 and the subsequent 

development and implementation of Olweus’ anti-bullying intervention programme (Olweus, 

1978). This programme continues to be used and utilised in schools and other educational 

settings on an international scale. In today’s modern society due to technological advances 

and the emergence of social media and other multimedia platforms, bullying is no longer 

confined to face-to-face aggression; cyberbullying has emerged as a new phenomenon to be 

addressed in conjunction with ‘traditional bullying’ and its effects (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). 

Within the Irish context in relation to research, the first key study conducted on the 

nature of bully/victim problems was conducted by Byrne (1978) which found that 5.2% of 

children surveyed identified with the category of ‘victim’ and 4.9% with that of ‘bully’. In 

1993-1994, a nationwide survey of bullying behaviours in Irish schools was undertaken using 

the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 1989), 9599 primary school children were 

surveyed, 31.2% reported having been bullied within the last school term.  

Minton (2010) conducted a nationwide survey and found that boys were more likely 

to report having been physically hurt (35.6% of boys and 19.2% of girls) (p. 136). In terms of 

verbal aggression in primary schools 41.5% students reported incidence of same occurring; 

boys were more likely to have been targeted than girls (44.9% versus 36.2%) (Minton, 2010, 

p. 137). It was also found that primary students were more likely to report having been 

threatened (21.1%) (p. 138). Furthermore, boys were also more likely to report having been 
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threatened than girls-24.9% boys and 15.2% girls. In relation to involvement in bullying 

behaviours, 35.3% of primary students (39.8% of boys, and 30.4% of girls) reported having 

been involved in bully/victim problems; they had either been bullied or had bullied someone 

else (Minton 2010, p. 142). 

Findings from the Growing Up in Ireland study (2009) show that 40% of nine-year-

olds reported being victims of bullying within the previous year; and that both girls and boys 

experiences similar rates of victimisation (Williams et al; p. 107). In 2010, 24.3% of children 

aged between ten and seventeen reported that they were bullied at school at least once in the 

past couple of months. 

The Irish study for EU Kids Online found that 4% of Irish children between nine and 

sixteen reported having experiences online bullying compared to an EU average of 6% (O’ 

Neill, Grehan & Olafson, 2011, p.34). The Growing Up in Ireland study (2009) indicated that 

5% of nine year old reported having been cyberbullied in comparison to 40% who reported 

that they had been bullied using ‘traditional’ bullying methods. O’ Moore (2012) reports that 

one in five students were found to be involved either as a cyber-bully, cyber-victim, or both 

(p. 1).  

 

 The Irish educational context 

 

Schools as academic, learning and social environments have a significant role to play 

in the development of pupils’ well-being, development and social interactions with 

significant others. Indeed, school communities are multifaceted environments in which the 

wider school community encompassed of teacher, parents and pupils engage in extensive 

interactions and relationship development at cognitive, social and emotional levels. 
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Kourkoutas (2012) posits that children’s behaviour can be developed and reinforced within 

the school environment and also that children’s behaviour can be altered and changed. 

Aggressive behaviour within the school community can have distressing 

consequences and enduring effects; it can affect individuals’ social interactions with their 

peers in terms of peer-status, social exclusion, weak or depleted self-concept and self-

confidence (Breet, Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2010). The recognition of bullying within 

friendships; relational aggression, raises serious questions about the nature of bullying within 

the school context, and calls into question possible interventions and programmes that have 

been previously implemented. Research has indicated that classroom based interventions 

which aim to enhance and improve pupils’ social and emotional competence may foster and 

encourage more positive and constructive relationships and interactions among pupils and 

therefore, decrease classroom aggression norms (Greenberg, Weissberg, O’ Brien, Zins, 

Fredericks & Resnik, 2003).   If bullying and aggression is not seen as a highly disruptive 

problem within the school environment or community, promoting a greater understanding 

and recognising the characteristics and forms it may encompass could formulate the first 

strategy for managing and dealing with bullying and aggression within the school context 

(Kuppens, Grietens, Onghena, Michiels & Subramanian; 2008).  

  The current guidelines for primary and post-primary schools in Ireland ‘Anti-Bullying 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013) were developed following 

consultation with relevant education partners and replaced the 1993 Guidelines on 

Countering Bullying Behaviour in Primary and Post-Primary Schools. These current 

procedures resulted from a review of the 1993 guidelines and the implementation of the 

Action Plan on Bullying. The current procedures were issued by the Minister for Education in 

September 2013. The purpose of the procedures is to “give direction and guidance to school 

authorities and school personnel in preventing and tackling school-based bullying behaviour 
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amongst its pupils and in dealing with any negative impact within school of bullying 

behaviour that occurs elsewhere” (p. 4). 

Under the Education Act (2000), all schools are required to provide a Code of 

Behaviour for their individual school which highlights and clarifies the school’s policy in 

relation to bullying, violence and indiscipline; this code should also specify the suspension 

and expulsion criteria and procedures of the individual school.  Furthermore, this code should 

also clarify the school’s duty of care for staff and pupils alike. 

 

 

Gender Differences 

 

Research conducted by Olweus (1993) suggests that there are considerable behaviours 

in the bullying behaviours displayed by both males and females. Olweus (1993) found that 

males not only participate in bullying behaviours more than their female counterparts, but 

that they are also more likely to be exposed and receiving of such behaviours. Minton (2010) 

reported that in relation to verbal abuse, boys were more likely to be targeted than girls 

(42.2% boys, 36.6% girls) (p. 137). Additionally, Minton (2010) found that the incidences 

rates of been physically hurt were higher among boys than amongst girls; 35.6% of boys 

reported been physically hurt, in contrast to 19.2% of girls who reported the same incidence. 

Minton (2010) also reported similar findings into research of verbal abuse incidents relating 

to one’s religion; boys were statistically more significant more likely to have been verbally 

abused than girls (8.6% boys and 4.0% girls) (p. 137).  O’ Moore & Minton (2004) also 

record that male students are more likely to suffer direct aggression (physical attacks, 

threatening behaviour) from their same sex peers; while females were more likely to suffer 

indirect aggression (exclusion, spreading of malicious rumours or lies).  
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Bullying and quality of friendships 

 

Many researchers have indicated that bullying is not an age specific issue or concern, 

however children and young adolescence are more vulnerable to bullying and its associated 

effects due to the high values and significance that they place upon friendships; indeed the 

peer group can be seen to contribute both support and pressure during the developmental 

stage of growth and development (Espelage & Swearer, 2011). Friendships, like other 

significant relationships can vary in quality (Mendelson & Aboud, 1999), they can be 

categorised and assessed as being both positive and negative in terms of the functions that 

they serve. Friendship has six conceptually distinguished functions; stimulating 

companionship- doing activities together that stimulate enjoyment and excitement; help-

providing assistance, advice, guidance and information that are needed to meet needs or 

targets; intimacy-sensitivity to the needs of others, being able to share personal thoughts and 

opinions with others in an open and transparent manner; reliable alliance-being able to count 

on the support and loyalty of a friend; self-validation-perceiving the other as being 

encouraging, listening, affirming and reassuring and finally; emotional security which refers 

to the comfort and confidence that a friend can provide in threatening, new or challenging 

situations (Mendelson & Aboud, 1999, p. 2-3).  

 

Bullying and quality of life (psychological well-being) 

 

The Department of Education published ‘Well-being in Primary Schools-Guidelines 

for Mental Health Promotion’ (2015) for all primary schools to promote mental health and 

well-being. The Department of Health in Ireland assert that health can be understood as 

everyone achieving his or her potential to enjoy complete physical, mental and social well-

being (Healthy Ireland, 2013). Additionally, research indicates that positive mental health and 
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well-being are quite clearly and inextricably linked and interconnected in that they 

encompass emotional, psychological, physical and spiritual well-being (Barry & Friedli, 

2008).  

The World Health Organisation (2001) define mental health as “a state of well-being 

in which the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of 

life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to his or her own 

community (p.1).  However, it has been recognised that there are many risks factors that can 

impact upon mental health and well-being in the educational context; these are highlighted in 

the ‘Well-Being in Primary School Guidelines’ and include violence, aggression, low self-

esteem, alienation, disengagement, bullying and relationship difficulties (2015, p. 12). 

Summary and Rationale 

 

The addition of the current research is important for a number of reasons; the main 

objective is to develop a greater understanding of the incidence of bullying in an Irish 

primary school context while investigating its effects on psychological well-being and quality 

of friendships. Bullying should not be considered to be part of the daily school experiences; 

its consequences can be enduring and can have many negative connotations. 

It can become a major obstacle to the teaching and learning which is taking place as 

the children who are victimised are “unable to draw maximum benefit from teaching and 

learning” because their energy is “taken up with trying to stay safe” (O’ Moore, 2010,p.83). It 

is also found to have a negative impact upon a person’s mental health and psychological 

well-being, as victims may be at a higher risk of developing anxiety and depressive 

behaviours, academic difficulties, self-harm and suicidal behaviours (Hodges & Perry, 1999).  
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Those who engage in bullying behaviours are at risk of developing depression, 

anxiety disorders, delinquency behaviour in adulthood, decreased educational and 

occupational attainment and drug abuse (O’ Moore, 2010; Barhight et al; 2013). Furthermore, 

international research indicates that these problems can occur in both males and females; in 

different age groups and demographics and also in different countries around the world (Gini 

& Pozzoli, 2009).  

Hypotheses and Research Questions 

 

i. There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims (bystanders/not 

involved) for quality of friendship. 

ii. There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for psychological 

well-being (general mood and feelings about self). 

iii. There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for friends and 

family and free-time. 

iv. There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for school and 

learning and physical activities/health. 

v. It is predicted that males will have significantly higher victimisation scores than females.  

vi. It is predicted that males will have significantly higher bullying scores than females.   
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 

A total of 76 students (n=76) were involved in this research, thirty-six males and forty 

females. The age range was 9 to 12 years old. The students consisted of fourth, fifth and sixth 

class students from a large primary school in south Leinster. There are twenty pupils in fourth 

class (eleven boys and nine girls), twenty six pupils in fifth class (thirteen boys and thirteen 

girls) and there are thirty pupils in sixth class (twelve boys and eighteen girls). 

 

 Design of Research 

 

The design of this research is a between subject, quantitative cross-sectional study 

using self-administered questionnaires. It is a non-experimental design between subjects 

which is descriptive in nature. The Independent Variables (IV) relate to the traditional roles 

involved in bullying behaviours (1= Bully, 2 = Victim, 3 = Bully-Victim and 4 = Bystander 

(no involvement), and the gender of the student. The Dependent Variables (DV) relate to the 

quality of life scores (physical well-being, psychological well-being, autonomy and parent, 

peer and social support and school environment) and quality of friendship scores. The 

research involved primary school students who completed a series of questionnaires over a 

thirty minute period.  

It had initially been intended to conduct this research as a quasi-experimental 

intervention which would analyse the effectiveness of the ‘Kids Helping Kids’ relational 

aggression intervention programme (Ophelia Project, 2002) on self-esteem and quality of 

friendship. However, the school had a Whole School Evaluation over the course of a two 
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week period so it was not possible to implement and deliver the ten lessons for each of the 

three classes over the planned time frame. Therefore, the research design and content was 

adapted following consultation with DBS Ethics Committee, School and Thesis Supervisor 

and it was decided to examine the nature of bullying in an Irish primary school while also 

examining quality of friendships and quality of life dimensions. 

 

Materials 

 

The quantitative questionnaire which was used to collect the data was compiled using 

The Olweus Questionnaire on Bullying for Students (1996), Mc Gill Friendship 

Questionnaire-Friendship Functions (1999) and the KIDSCREEN-27 Health Questionnaire 

for Children and Young People (2006).   

The data was input into SPSS 22 on a HP laptop computer running a Microsoft Windows 

2007 operating system. 

 

Olweus Questionnaire on Bullying for Students 

 

The Olweus Questionnaire on Bullying for Students (1996) consists of thirty nine 

questions, several of which contain sub questions. The questionnaire measures problems related 

to bullying behaviours such as frequency of bullying behaviours, forms that bullying may take, 

forms that the bullying of other students may take, location of bullying and the role of teachers 

and other adults in intervening in bullying/aggression. 

 

 Examples of questions asked in the questionnaire are “How often have you been bullied 

in the past couple of months?” and “How often have you taken part in bullying another student(s) 
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at school in the past couple of months?” Responses to the questions generally had number of 

responses from which the participants chose which included “ It hasn’t happened to me in the 

past number of months”, “only once or twice”, “2 or 3 times a month”, “about once a week” or 

“several times a week”. A 4-pint Likert scale was used to score responses ranging from 0 (‘I 

haven’t been bullied’) to 4 (‘several times a week’).  

 

Mc Gill Friendship Scale: Friendship Functions 

 

The McGill Friendship  Scale-Friendship Functions  (MFQ-FF)  (1999)  is  a  self- 

administered  questionnaire  designed  to  measure  respondent’s  understanding of the 

different functions of  friendship and peer relations.   It is a 30 item questionnaire answered 

on a 9 point Likert scale, ranging from 0= “never” to 8 = “always”.    The  respondent  is  

required  to  reflect on a  friendship  they have with a friend; they may or may not write the 

name of their chosen friend on the top of the questionnaire in the space provided; they then  

select a  score  that  reflects  their understanding or support received from their friend  for  

each  question  asked.    The  scores  are  totalled  and  provide  an  overall measure  of  the  

respondent’s  quality of friendship with their significant or chosen friend.  Some questions 

include “____ helps me when I need it”, “____would be good to have around if I were 

frightened” and “ _____ would stay my friend even of other people criticised me”.  

 

KIDSCREEN-27 Health Questionnaire 

 

The KIDSCREEN Health Questionnaire (Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2005; The 

KIDSCREEN Group Europe, 2006) explores respondents’ perception of their quality of life 

across five dimensions: physical well-being (‘Thinking about the last week, have you felt full 

of energy?’), psychological well-being (‘Thinking about the last week, have you felt sad?’), 
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autonomy and parent relation (‘Thinking about the last week, have you been able to talk to 

your parent(s) when you wanted to?’), peers and social support (‘Thinking about the last 

week, have you and your friends helped each other?’) and school environment (‘Thinking 

about the last week, have you been happy at school?’).  There are three different sets of 

responses to the 5-point Likert scale i) poor, fair, good, very good, excellent; ii) not at all, 

slightly, moderately, very, extremely; iii) never, seldom, quite often, very often, always. 

Respondents are asked to answer the question in relation to previous week. The responses 

were scored from 0 (‘not at all’) to 5 (‘always’) or 0 (‘never’) to 5 (‘always’).  The mean 

score was calculated for each subscale using SPSS these were then compared for victims and 

non-victims to see if there were any differences using independent t-tests. 

 

 

Procedure 

 

Approval to conduct the research was sought from the Principal of the school and the 

Ethics Committee in Dublin Business School by way of submission of a proposal to the 

committee in writing and permission was then granted to carry out the research.  Prior to 

permission being granted a parental/guardian information sheet, consent form and a copy of 

the questionnaires were sent to the Principal for review. Permission was granted by the 

Principal and the consent form was issued to parents/guardians of pupils in fourth, fifth and 

sixth class.  

The researcher administered the questionnaire to the three classes. A population 

sample of 76 students completed the questionnaires in a thirty minute period. All students 

were supervised during this period.  Prior to the students completing the questionnaires the 

researcher outlined the purpose of the study and addressed any questions from the 
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participants. The importance of answering the questions truthfully was communicated to the 

students during the instruction phase.  The students were informed that all questionnaire 

responses would be anonymous and that their participation was voluntary. Each questionnaire 

booklet contained a separate contact details sheet for support services, should the student 

have required it. Upon completion of the questionnaires, the participants were thanked by the 

researcher for their participation in the research. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

The following data analysis methods were used; an independent sample t-test was 

used to see if there were a significant difference between victims and non-victims (not 

involved children/bystanders) for quality of friendships. An independent samples t-test was 

also used to see if there was a significant difference between victims and non-victims in 

regard to levels of psychological well-being; friends and family and free time; school and 

learning and physical activities/health.  A chi-square was used to see if there was a 

significantly higher victimisation score for males than for females; to see if there was a 

significantly higher bullying score for males and whether there were lower scores for 

psychological well-being in victims of bullying than non-involved parties. Descriptive 

statistics were used to calculate mean scores and standard deviations. 
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Chapter 3: Results 

 

All statistics were computed with SPSS 22 for windows. 

Descriptive statistics 

 

Levels of involvement in bullying/Categories of bullying 

Descriptive statistics such as means, standard deviations, independent samples t-tests 

and chi-squares were conducted to analyse data using SPSS (version 22). The Olweus 

Bully/Victim Questionnaire (1996) was used to collect this data. 

The level of involvement that pupils had in bullying and bullying behaviours were 

determined using descriptive statistics. Question 4 (victim) and question 24 (bully) of the 

Olweus questionnaire on bullying for students (1996) were used. The mean score of those 

who categorised as victims of bullying (n=71) is 1.45 with a standard deviation (SD) of 0.90. 

For bullies (n=71) the mean score is 1.10 and the standard deviation (SD) is 0.34.  

Figure 1 below illustrates the level of frequency of involvement in bullying 

behaviours. Seventy one point eight percent, 71.8% (n=51) have not experienced bullying in 

the past number of months, 19.7% (n=14) have been a victim of bullying ‘once or twice’ 

while 2.8% (n=2) have been a victim of bullying ‘several times per week’. These results 

illustrate that the majority of students do not believe themselves to be a victim or target of 

bullying behaviour in their school.  Results show that 91.5% (n=65) have not participated in 

bullying behaviour while 7.0% (n=5) indicate that they have bullied another student ‘once or 

twice’. Furthermore, 1.4% (n=1) answer that they have bullied another student ‘2 or 3 times 

per month’. Therefore, results imply that the majority of students do not see themselves as a 

bully in their school. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of bullying behaviour between victim and bully 

 

Gender of bully 

As Figure 2 below illustrates question 15 from Olweus Student Questionnaire on 

Bullying was analysed using descriptive statistics to determine the gender of bully as reported 

by the victims of bullying behaviour. Significantly 74.65% report that they have not been 

bullied within the past number of months, 2.8% report been bullied by mainly one girl while 

16.9% report been the victim of bullying by mainly one boy. 

 

Figure 2: Gender of bully as reported by victim 
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Types of bullying that took place in school 

 

Descriptive statistics were carried out to ascertain the types of bullying that took place 

within the primary school. Data from question 5 to question 13 on the Olweus questionnaire 

(1996) were analysed to determine the most common form of bullying from the perspective 

of the victim. The mean for this question was 1.56 (SD= 0.92). 2.8% (n=2) answered that “I 

was called mean names, was made fun of, or teased in a hurtful way” several times a week; 

2.8% (n=2) report that they were “kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors” about 

once a week. 

 

Figure 3: Types of bullying behaviours towards victim 

 

Not-Involved/Bystander Role 

Descriptive statistics were also carried out to analyse how pupils usually react if they 

see or understand that pupil is been bullied with another pupil (s).  As Figure 4 below 

highlights the percentage of students who said “That is probably what he or she deserves” 

was 1.3% (n=1), 2.6% (n=2) said that “I don’t feel much”, 18.4% (n=14) said that “I feel a bit 
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sorry for him or her” and a significant 71.1% (n=54) said that “I feel sorry for him or her and 

want to help him or her”. 

 

 

Figure 4: Percentage of Bystanders’ reactions when witnessing bullying behaviours 

 

 

Satisfaction with school 

Descriptive statistics were carried out to identify the degree to which pupils reported 

liking school and the findings are illustrated in Figure 5 below.  The percentage of students 

who reported that “I dislike school very much” was 1.4% (n=1), 16.9% (n=12) said that “I 

dislike school”, 35.2% (n=25) said that “I neither like nor dislike school”, 38% (n=27) 

reported that “I like school” while 8.5% (n=6) said that “I like school very much”.  
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Figure 5: Degree to which pupils like school  

 

Reporting of bullying behaviour 

Question 19 in the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire allows pupils to indicate of they 

have disclosed or confided in anyone about their being bullied, “Have you told anyone that 

you have been bullied at school in the past couple of months?” Figure 6 below indicates the 

level of responses received to the question. Class Teachers were the most common confidant 

types with 8.5% (N=6) respondents answering that they had told their teacher about their 

bullying experiences, 5.6% (N=4) disclosed that they had told their parents/guardians while a 

further 5.6% (N=4) answered that “I have been bullied but I have not told anyone”. 

Therefore, indicating that pupils were turning to their class teacher or parent/guardian before 

confiding in their siblings or friends. 
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Figure 6: Confidant types identified by the pupils 

Psychological well-being (General mood and feelings about self) 

Questions 6 to 12 on the KIDSCREEN-27 (2006) asks pupils to share responses in 

relation to psychological well-being, moods and emotions and self-perception; “Has your life 

been enjoyable in the last week?”, Have you had fun?”, “Have you been happy with the way 

you are?” 45.1% (N=32) answered that their lives have been extremely enjoyable in the last 

week while 2.8% (N=2) reported that their lives had not at all been enjoyable. In relation to 

moods and emotions; 36.6% (N=26) answer that they are always in a good mood, while 

conversely 2.8% (N=2) feel that they are seldom in a good mood. 50.7% (N=36) answer that 

they are always happy with the way they are in the last week, 7% (N=5) are seldom happy 

with the way they are while 2.8% (N=2) have never been happy with the way they are in the 

last week, therefore illustrating low self-perception.  
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Peers and Social Support 

 

Figure 7: Peers and Social Support percentage scores according to pupils 

As Figure 7 above illustrates descriptive statistics were carried out using questions 20 

to 23 from the KIDSCREEN-27 (2006) Questionnaire to determine the degree to which 

pupils felt they had peer and social support. 61.4% (N=43) answer that within the last week 

they have always been able to rely on their friends while 10% (N=7) answer that quite often 

that could rely on friends. In terms of help from peers, 57.1% (N=40) answered ‘always’ in 

response to “Have you and your friends helped each other in the last week?” while 

comparatively 4.3% (N=3) answer that they have ‘seldom’ helped a friend in the last week. 

Family and Free Time 

When pupils were asked if they felt that their parents had had enough time for them over the 

course of the past week, 59.4% (N=42) answered ‘always’, 25.4% (N=18) replied ‘very 

often’ while 5.6% (N=4) responded ‘seldom’. The pupils were also asked “Have you been 

able to talk to your parent(s) when you wanted to?” The majority of students 71.4% (N=50) 

answered that they had always been able to speak to parents when they wanted to while 2.9% 

(N=2) said they had never been able to speak to parents when they wanted to. 
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School and Learning 

Descriptive statistics were also carried out to analysis the pupils’ responses relating to school 

and learning. 42.9% (N=30) responded that they had been very happy at school within the 

last week, 31.4% (N=22) had been extremely happy while conversely 4.3% (N=3) had not at 

all been happy in their school within the last week. Respondents were also asked questions 

about their ability to pay attention in school, the majority of pupils, 51.4% (N=36) said that 

they had always been able to pay attention and when asked about their relationship with their 

class teacher the majority of students 71.4% (N=50) responded that they had always got on 

well with their teacher over the last week.  

 

Figure 8: Percentage scores of pupils who reported been happy at school in the last week 
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(N=3) answered that they seldom helped friends. 61.4% (N=43) responded that they had 

always been able to rely on friends, 17.1% (N=12) could rely on friends very often while 

10% (N=7) answered that they could seldom rely on friends. Therefore, indicating that the 

majority of pupils felt that they had good support from friends, spent a good amount of time 

with them and could rely on their friends when needed. 

Inferential Statistics 

 

Hypothesis 1: There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims 

(bystanders/not involved) for quality of friendship. 

The mean scores for quality of friendship in victims of bully was 5.31 (SD=4.13) and non-

victims was 5.74 (SD=4.97). An independent samples t-test found that there was no 

significant difference between quality of friendship in victims and non-victims of bullying 

(t(68)=-0.32, p=0.748, Cl (95%) -3.09-2.23). Therefore, the null is accepted. 

 

Hypothesis 2: There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for 

psychological well-being (general mood and feelings about self). 

 

An independent samples t-test found that there  was  no  significant  difference  between  

psychological well-being  in  victims (M=2.38, SD=2.97)   and  non-victims (M=2.44, 

SD=2.85)  (t(68) = -0.73, p =0.942, Cl (95%) -1.66-1.54). Therefore, the null is accepted. 
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Hypothesis 3: There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for 

friends and family and free-time. 

 

An independent samples t-test found that there was no significant difference between friends 

in victims (M=2.28, SD=4.39) and non-victims (M=3.81, SD=3.21) (t(68)=-1.56, p=0.123, Cl 

(95%) -3.49-0.43). Therefore, the null is accepted. 

 

An independent samples t-test found that there was no statistical difference between family 

and free time in victims (M=3.32, SD=3.26) and non-victims (M=3.28, SD=3.63) 

(t(68)=0.034, p=0.973, Cl(95%) -1.94-2.00). Therefore, the null is accepted. 

 

 

Hypothesis 4: There will be a significant difference between victims and non-victims for 

school and learning and physical activities/health. 

 

An independent sample t-test found that there was no statistical difference between school 

and learning in victims (M=2.58, SD=4.46) and non-victims (M=3.83, SD=3.69) (t(68)=-

1.15, p=0.255, Cl (95%) -3.40-0.91. Therefore, the null is accepted. 

 

An independent samples t-test found that there was no statistical difference between physical 

activities and health in victims (M=2.78, SD=3.09) and non-victims (M=2.96, SD=3.01) 

(t(68)=-0.22,p=0.827, Cl (95%) -1.87-1.50. Therefore, the null is accepted. 
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Hypothesis 5: It is predicted that males will have significantly higher victimisation scores 

than females. 

A Chi-square test for association found that there were no significant differences in 

victimisation scores for males and females (X2 (1, N=71) =4.491, p=0.213). Therefore, the 

null hypothesis is accepted. 

It was found that 4 cells had an expected count less than 5, the minimum expected count was 

1.35, therefore, indicating that assumptions were been violated. 

 

 Hypothesis 6: It is predicted that males will have significantly higher bullying scores than 

females.  

 

A Chi-square test for association found that there were no significant differences in bullying 

scores for males and females (X2 (1, N=71) =3.389, p= 0.184). Therefore, the null hypothesis 

is accepted. It was found that 4 cells (66.7%) had an expected count less than 5; the minimum 

expected count was 0.45. Therefore, indicating that assumptions were been violated. 

 

 

Reliability of scales used 

Means, standard deviations (SD) and Cronbach’s Alpha were calculated to examine 

the reliability of the scales used. In the current study, the Olweus Questionnaire on Bullying 

for Students (1996) Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was 0.86. Using the Mc Gill Friendship 

Questionnaire-Friendship Functions (1999) it was found that the Cronbach’s Alpha 

coefficient was 0.81.  Finally, using the KIDSCREEN 27 Health Questionnaire (2006) it was 

found that the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was 0.87. The results of the Cronbach’s Alpha 

were all above 0.8 therefore, this indicates a high level of reliability. 
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Chapter 4: Interpretation 

 

Discussion 

 

Bullying and its associated behaviours exists in educational contexts, research into 

bullying in both primary and secondary educational institutions has been well documented and 

illustrated both nationally and internationally (Olweus, 1993; O’ Moore, 2010). 

 

The aim of this research is to build upon and further develop a greater understanding of 

the incidence of bullying in an Irish primary school setting while also investigating its effects on 

quality of life across the five dimensions (Physical activities and health, General Mood and 

Feelings about Self, Family and Free Time, Friends and School and Learning) of the 

KIDSCREEN questionnaire (2006) and also focusing on the quality of friendships that pupils feel 

they have.  Seventy six pupils from fourth, fifth and sixth classes respectively were surveyed and 

data collected and analysed. It was predicted that males would have significantly higher 

victimisation scores than females and also, that males would have significantly higher bullying 

scores than females. It was predicted that there would be a significant difference between 

victims and non-victims (bystanders/not involved) for quality of friendship. It was also 

predicted that there would be a significant difference between victims and non-victims across 

the five dimensions of the KIDSCREEN questionnaire. 

 

 

Prevalence of bullying  

Of the sample of 76 students from the three classes 8.4% of pupils reported to have 

been victims of bullying behaviours answering from two or three times a month, several 

times a week to once a week. Therefore, the majority of students do not believe themselves to 

be victims or targets of bullying behaviour. Of the students who were bullied, 11.4% said 

“Other students left me out of things on purpose, excluded me from their group of friends, or 
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completely ignored me” 9.8% said “I was called mean names, made fun of, or teased in a 

hurtful way”. These percentages are higher than those of the pupils who said that they were 

victims of bullying (8.4%) this might suggest that some pupils do not recognise or understand 

this type of behaviour to be bullying.  

These types of bullying belong to the category of indirect bullying or covert 

behaviour in which aggressive acts are concealed, furthermore, female students are more 

likely to suffer indirect forms of bullying behaviour and aggression (O’ Moore & Minton, 

2004). Friendships in primary school where children are younger tend to involve more 

sharing of personal feelings and information which may make the child more vulnerable. 

Friendship groups or cliques can be quite obvious or prominent within the playground or 

classroom; rejection or deliberate exclusion from these groups can be very distressing for 

children. As outlined in the descriptive statistics the majority of students reported spending 

time with their friends, within these peer relationships and friendships children as they mature 

into young adolescents begin to form new personal identities which reflect their interests and 

personal development (Erikson, 1963). These relationships are imperative to social and 

emotional development and any form or type of bullying experience can have a major 

negative impact on self-perception and self-esteem (Crick & Nelson, 2002).  

 

This study hypothesised that there would be significant differences between victims 

and non-victims of bullying for quality of friendship, however, no statistical differences were 

found. This may be due to the constraints and small sample size of this study. Previous 

research has indicated that there are differences between those categorised as victims and 

non-victims (Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro & Bukowski, 1999).  
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Limitations of the study 

Several methodological improvements can be suggested for future research using the 

experiences gained through this study. 

The sample was limited to one school and the sample size was relatively small with 

only 76 respondents. The results of this research should be replicated with a much larger 

sample population and this research could be used as a guide for the conduction of same. The 

sample analysed in this research was homogenous in terms of socio-economic status and age 

but results be may be similarly applicable to students in different settings such as urban 

schools and/or younger children from lower classes such as infants. If this research was to be 

replicated in the future, it is suggested that a number of schools be incorporated and utilised, 

thus incorporating a mixture of age and location demographics. 

Another limitation is the use of self-report data for both bully and victim, as bully and 

victim tend to under-report the problem of bullying and its associated behaviours. Although 

the questionnaire was completed anonymously by the pupils within the classroom setting, 

interpretation of findings should take the self-reported nature of disclosing information into 

account. Future research could obtain more reliable and objective information and data by 

using measurements from a number of other sources which may include; parents/guardians, 

teachers and peers, as Pellegrini (2001) found considerable differences in perceptions among 

those who had witnessed bullying behaviours. 

 

This research did not explore the influence and prevalence of cyberbullying which is 

becoming more prevalent and common in bullying behaviours, this is illustrated in the 2011 

Central Statistics Office  Census  survey results which  outlined  that  87%  of  Irish 

secondary school pupils have access to the internet at home with 50% having access to their 
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own personal  computer. Cyber-bullying is a significant problem in Ireland today, particularly 

for older children and young adolescence (O’ Moore, 2012). The figures for prevalence of 

cyber-bullying have increased in recent years, O’ Moore and Minton (2009) found prevalence 

rates of 14.2% or one in five among 12-16 year olds, just three years later O’ Moore (2012) 

found that this had increased to one in seven. It was also found to have higher incidence rates 

among girls than boys, 18.1% girls and 12.3% boys. Therefore these increasing figures and 

previous findings clearly indicate that cyber-bullying would be an imperative component and 

area to include in any future research or study into quality of friendships and psychological 

well-being. 

 

Despite the limitations of this study, it is also important to note that there were also a 

number of key strengths.  Pupils felt that they could turn to and confide in their class 

teachers, parents or friends, thus indicating the value of relationships as a support mechanism 

for coping and dealing with bullying behaviours. Additionally, there were positive findings in 

relation to children’s opinion of either liking or disliking school;  38% of pupils reported that 

“I like school” while 16.9% reported that they disliked school and only 1.4% reported 

disliking school very much, therefore, indicating their positive feelings towards school. 

 

 Suggestions for Future Research 

 
To address some of the limitations associated with this research, a larger longitudinal 

study featuring a greater number of schools and larger volume of respondents is 

recommended to provide a more accurate and in-depth analysis of psychological well-being 

and the quality of friendships among Irish primary school children.  It could also be 

recommended to conduct an intervention programme in relation to relational aggression, as it 

was found to be the most common form of bullying identified within this research. Perhaps 
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children need to become more familiar with the term and the behaviours that it encompasses. 

One explanation for pupils not viewing this relational and indirect attack as bullying is that 

they are not fully aware of educated comprehensively on the types of bullying. Therefore, 

further analysis and explanation of bullying terms and definitions are needed in anti-bullying 

campaigns and resources. 

 

 

 

Application and Implications 

This study has confirmed that bullying, its forms and types remains a consistent 

problem within our schools and among our children. In order to address this consistent issue a 

number of interventions and initiatives need to be utilised and implemented.  

Schools play an integral role in educating both parents and children with current 

practices and guidelines in relation to both bullying and well-being or mental health 

promotion. The Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) curriculum can be utilised to 

illustrate and deliver such programmes as Friends for Life, Stay Safe, Incredible Years and 

Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) which can educate children in coping strategies, 

methodologies for saying ‘no’ to bullies and reporting bullying behaviour, confiding in 

significant others and recognising the different forms of bullying and associated behaviours 

of bullying that can exist. Indeed, many previous studies have demonstrated the impact of 

bullying on those who have been targeted or victimised and have been seen to suffer from 

depression, anxiety associated behaviours and low self-esteem or self-worth (Olweus, 1993; 

O’ Moore & Kirkham, 2001).  

Therefore, it is imperative that bullying behaviours are addressed and tackled within 

our educational settings. However, teachers require assistance and training for the delivery 
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and implementation of the programmes as outlined above, namely in the form of resources, 

continued professional development, posters, guidelines and booklets. 

Interestingly, the number of pupils who stated that they were a victim of bullying was 

quite significantly lower than the percentage of students who said that they were deliberately 

excluded or completely ignored from their group of friends ranging from 2 or 3 times a 

month to several times a week, 11.4%. These high percentages could be due to lack of 

understanding of relational aggression or bullying by the pupils, therefore, illustrating that 

further education of the term ‘bullying’ and that which it encompasses is required.  Research 

has indicated that classroom based interventions which aim to enhance and improve pupils’ 

social and emotional competence may foster and encourage more positive and constructive 

relationships and interactions among pupils and therefore, decrease classroom aggression 

norms (Greenberg, Weissberg, O’ Brien, Zins, Fredericks & Resnik; 2003).  Promoting a 

greater understanding and recognising the characteristics and forms of relational aggression 

could formulate the first strategy for effectively managing and dealing with it within the 

school context (Kuppens, Grietens, Onghena, Michiels & Subramanian; 2008). 

 Conclusion 

 The aim of this research study was to establish if there were significant differences 

between victims and non-victims of bullying for quality of friendship and quality of life 

scores across the five dimensions of physical activities and health, general mood and feelings 

about self, family and free time, school and friends. Results indicate that there were no 

significant differences between the reported scores of victims and non-victims. There was 

also no significant difference found between the reported victimisation scores and bullying 

scores of males and females. However, despite the results and findings of the current study, it 

is hoped that future research and investigation will utilise the variables from this study on a 

larger scale with greater sample sizes and population demographics. 
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 An integrated and multi-faceted approach is required to tackle and combat bullying in 

primary school and relies on involvement from all parties; Department of Education, school 

community, teachers, parents and guardians and pupils. Furthermore, if research is to 

advance, then effective prevention strategies and interventions are required to address this 

vast area of concern. 
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Appendix 1:  

 

Information Sheet for Parents/Guardians 

 

 

Dear Parents/Guardians, 

                                       In my research I am interested in finding out about how children 

think about friendships and how they deal with any problems or difficulties that may arise 

within a friendship. I will be running ten lessons as part of SPHE time. These lessons are 

based on the ‘Ophelia Project’ which is a US devised curriculum on friendships and peer 

aggression. There are ten lessons based on the following themes: 

 

Lesson 1: Classmates and friends 

Lesson 2: How do we treat our classmates and friends? 

Lesson 3: Stop, Look and Listen: What is it? Who does it hurt? 

Lesson 4: Relational Aggression Hurts : Each of us plays a role 

Lesson 5: Look inside: What’s really going on? 

Lesson 6: Resist RA: What can you do to be part of the solution? 

Lesson 7: Just do it, the right thing-What are your opinions? 

Lesson 8: Make a difference-What do they really feel? 

Lesson 9 : Change the school culture 

Lesson 10: Reflecting on Relational Aggression 

 In delivering these lessons it is hoped that: 

 Children will be encouraged to express their feelings in a clear and healthy manner.  

 Children will begin to develop skills and strategies that will help them to deal with 

conflict within friendships. 

 Children will begin to promote pro-social behaviour throughout the school. 

 

The children will be given a questionnaire at the beginning of the 10 week programme and 

then again at the end of the 10 weeks. The children tick answers to questions featured in the 

questionnaire. 
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I am doing as part of my studies at DBS, and I am working with Dr Lucie Corcoran, whose 

contact details are included below. 

 

What happens if my child takes part? I will be visiting your child’s class each week, at a 

time arranged with the Principal and their Class Teacher. I will explain to the children the 

purpose of the work that we will be doing-what each lesson will be about, what we hope to 

learn in each lesson, explaining the different activities and items that we will be working 

through.  

 

What will happen to the results of the study? The information from the children’s 

questionnaire responses will tell us about friendships and the difficulties/problems that 

children may face in their friendships. It will also help us to understand if the Kids Helping 

Kids programme is a good intervention that could perhaps be used in the wider school 

community. The study’s results may be published in academic journals and presented at 

academic conferences. However, at no point will any children be identifiable.  

 

How will my child’s information be protected? The children’s answers will remain 

confidential. When doing questionnaires and surveys, each child will remain completely 

anonymous as no child will be asked to write their name on any questionnaire or survey. 

 

Voluntary Participation: Participation is completely voluntary. Your child is free to 

withdraw at any time. I will remind the children of this when I meet them. 

 

Important: The consent form! There is a consent form attached to this information sheet. 

Every child participating must have a consent form. If you don’t want your child to take part 

in the program please sign the attached form and return to Ms. Dunne.  Please note that 

research practice guidelines do not allow me to make any exceptions, and verbal permission 

cannot replace the signed consent form.  

 

Further Information: I very much hope that you will agree to let your child take part in the 

research.  If you require any assistance or have any questions about the research study, please 

feel free to contact me. 

 

Also, if you wish to find out further information about the Ophelia Project check 

www.opheilaproject.org 

http://www.opheilaproject.org/
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Thank you very much for supporting this research study. Please keep this information for 

your records. 

 

Kind Regards, 

 

Ms. Dunne 

 

 

Researcher:  Gillian Dunne, Scoil Bhríde (045) 526767 

  Dr. Lucie Corcoran, Dublin Business School (01) 4177500 
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PARENT/GUARDIAN’S CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Researcher:  Gillian Dunne, Scoil Bhríde  

Supervisor:     Dr. Lucie Corcoran (Dublin Business School) 

 

 

Name of Parent/Guardian:  ________________________________ 

                                                                                                                                     

Child’s Name: ___________________________________________ 

 

Child’s Class: ___________________________________________ 

 

 

I confirm that I have read and understood the Information Leaflet for Parents for the above 

research project and have received an explanation of the nature, purpose and duration of the 

study. I understand what my child’s involvement will be. 

I have had time to consider whether I want my child to take part in this study. Any questions 

have been answered satisfactorily. 

I have explained this study to my child and I am happy that he/she understands what is 

involved. 

I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary (that my child and I have a choice as to 

whether she/he participates) and that my child is free to withdraw at any time if she/he 

chooses to do so. 

I understand that the information collected may be presented and/or published in academic 

journals and at conferences, but that no child will be identifiable from the information. 

I do not wish for my child to take part in the above study. 

 

Signature of Parent/Guardian: ______________________________________________   

 

Date: _________________ 
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Evaluating our feelings 

 

Read the questions below and decide which face shows how you feel: 

 

1. How do you feel after today’s questionnaires? 
 

 

 

2. Do you think that they helped you in any way? 
 

 

3. Is there anything that could be done better? Changed in some way? 
__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Is there anything else that you would like to share about today’s 

questionnaires? 
__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Remember: If there’s anything that you want to share in your own time, 

put it in the ‘sharing’ box in the hall. 
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