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Abstract 

Bullying is common and harms all involved, yet there is no clarity regarding factors that 

influence bullying and victimisation for adolescent samples. This meta-analysis aims to 

synthesise the literature and identify reliable risk and protective factors to adolescent 

bullying and victimisation. A systematic search of the literature using databases; 

PsycINFO and Scopus, was undertaken to identify relevant publications from 1985 until 

July 2014. Inclusion criteria included longitudinal data, an adolescent sample and a focus 

on predictive factors of bullying or victimisation. From 4698 articles identified, 18 were 

included. Four predictors of victimisation (prior victimisation, conduct problems, social 

problems and internalising problems) and four predictors of bullying (conduct problems, 

social problems, school problems and age) were identified. The literature provides little 

consistency in predictors assessed and replication is needed for clarification, however, 

social problems and conduct problems are consistent risk factors and a potential focus for 

future interventions. 
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Bullying has been defined as repeated exposure to negative actions by another or others 

over time (Olweus, 1993). As well as the action being repetitive and harmful, there must 

be a power imbalance between the bully and their victim (Griffin & Gross, 2004). This 

definition encompasses physical forms of bullying as well as relational bullying such as 

name-calling or social exclusion. For the purposes of this paper, “bullies” or “bullying” 

shall be used to refer to the perpetration of these negative acts, and “victims” or 

“victimisation” shall be used to refer to those who are the target of these acts.  

There are a number of negative outcomes of being a victim of bullying as well as 

being a bully. Victimisation is associated with psychological maladjustment (Juvonen, 

Nishina, & Graham, 2000; Nansel, et al., 2001) including the onset of anxiety and 

depression (Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin, & Patton, 2001), loneliness and decreasing 

levels of social satisfaction (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Wardrop, 2001), as well as increased 

behavioural, adjustment and emotional problems (Lopez & DuBois, 2005).  Bullying is 

also associated with psychological problems (Kumpulainen, Rasanen, & Puura, 1998; 

Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005), such as a higher prevalence of suicidal ideation and 

depression (Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpelä, Marttunen, Rimpelä, & Rantanen, 1999), long-term 

social problems, as bullies can often lack the skills to effectively relate to other students 

(Laursen, Finkelstein, & Betts, 2001), and higher rates of violent offending and 

arrest/conviction for crimes  in adulthood (Fergusson, Boden & Horwood, 2014). Given 

the negative outcomes of both bullying and victimisation, it is important to determine the 

factors that lead to these phenomena, which could potentially be the focus of intervention.    

Despite this need, and an abundance of research on the outcomes of bullying and 

victimisation, the body of literature that focuses on the predictors of these phenomena is 
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not extensive. That which does exist tends to focus on risk, rather than protective factors. 

However, protective factors are arguably as important as risk factors as these can be 

targeted and amplified so that bullying and victimisation need not develop. Research also 

tends to focus on childhood predictors of bullying and victimisation, rather than those 

across different stages of development; this may be a problem as adolescent predictors of 

bullying and victimisation may differ from those in childhood. Numerous cross-sectional 

studies exist but less longitudinal research is available. Although cross-sectional studies 

may indicate that a relationship exists between two variables, they do not allow for the 

differentiation between cause and effect (Mann, 2003). However, risk and protective 

factors may be identified through longitudinal research (Mann, 2003).  

The meta-analysis of Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim and Sadek (2010) focused on 

predictors of bullying and victimisation. However, most of the data included were cross 

sectional, and children and adolescents were considered as a collective group. Individual-

level correlates of bullying were found to be externalising behaviour and other-related 

cognitions, whereas contextual correlates of bullying included peer influence and 

community factors (Cook et al., 2010). Factors related to victimisation included peer 

status and social competence (Cook et al., 2010). The findings of this study may not 

completely align with longitudinal research, as a small effect for the relationship between 

victimisation and internalising problems was found. In contrast, the meta-analysis of 

longitudinal studies concerning victimisation and internalising problems reported by 

Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie and Telch (2010) concluded that internalising problems 

were both a risk factor for, and an outcome of, victimisation.  
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The Cook et al. (2010) analysis found a small effect for the contribution of the 

home environment to both bullying and victimisation. However, other individual studies 

indicate a more robust relationship between parenting style, family environment and the 

onset of bullying and victimisation in children, with numerous studies showing that both 

bullies and victims are more likely to come from abusive, harsh or unsupportive home 

environments (Barker, et al., 2008; Nation, Vieno, Perkins, & Santinello, 2008; Schwartz, 

Dodge, Pettit, Bates, & The Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2000).  

Cook et al. (2010) did not focus on the predictive power of bullying and 

victimisation. Although they looked at externalising behaviour as a predictor of bullying 

and victimisation, it is not clear whether this measure included bullying. There is a 

growing body of literature that suggests that bullying is stable across time (Espelage, 

Bosworth & Simon, 2001; Salmivalli, Lappalainen & Lagerspetz 1998; Strohmeier, 

Wagner, Spiel & von Eye, 2010), meaning bullying at time one predicts bullying at a 

later time point. Research also tends to show that victimisation is stable across time 

(Juvonen et al., 2000; Salmivalli et al., 1998; Strohmeier et al., 2010). Although these 

findings require replication, they indicate that bullying and victimisation are important 

variables to consider as predictors of later bullying and victimisation.  

As mentioned above, most research pertaining to predictors of bullying and 

victimisation focuses on childhood predictors. However, the outcomes of bullying and 

victimisation may be more harmful in adolescence than in childhood. For example, 

adolescent victims and perpetrators of bullying are at a greater risk of suicidal ideation, 

and adolescent victims of bullying also have increased odds of attempting suicide (Kim & 

Leventhal, 2008). Although this is a very real threat for adolescents, suicide in children is 



ADOLESCENT PREDICTORS OF BULLYING 

 5 

comparatively rare (Simon-Davies, 2011). Adolescent bullies and victims of bullying 

have received less attention in the research than their childhood counterparts, and for this 

reason, this review will focus on this developmental stage.  

The main aims of this analysis are 1) to focus on longitudinal research; 2) to 

determine both risk and protective factors for bullying and victimisation; and 3) to focus 

on adolescence. All risk and protective factors identified through the search will be 

considered, and not limited to factors previously explored in other meta-analytic reviews.  

 

Method 

Data sources 

The search strategy aimed to identify all research that focused on risk or 

protective factors for bullying or victimisation during adolescence. Studies were located 

using two databases: PsychINFO and Scopus. Articles were required to be peer reviewed, 

longitudinal, written in English and published since 1985. The search descriptors used 

were: included: bully, victim, longitudinal, prospective and adolescent. These search 

terms were combined using AND in 12 different ways, for example, ‘bully AND victim 

AND longitudinal’, or ‘bully AND prospective’, and all the results of these searches were 

included in articles to be reviewed for inclusion.  

Selection criteria 

Studies were selected on the following inclusion criteria:  (a) participants had a 

mean age between 11 and 18 years during the study period; (b) the study had a 

longitudinal or prospective design; (c) the total study period spanned at least six months; 

and (d) the study included analysis of predictive factors for bullying or victimisation.  
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Study selection 

Figure 1 depicts a detailed representation of the selection strategy. The databases 

were searched in July 2014 returning a total of 4698 articles. Of these, 1806 were 

duplicates and were excluded. Initially, titles and abstracts were reviewed by one 

reviewer (M.K.) to assess the suitability of the remaining 2892 articles. There were 2331 

articles excluded on the basis of their title where it was clear that the topic was not 

bullying in adolescence (e.g., victimisation from crime, work place bullying, or an adult 

sample). Another 482 articles were excluded following screening their abstract, mostly 

because they related to victimisation from violence but not bullying. At this stage validity 

checks were conducted on a random sample of the abstracts (M.K. and C.H.). The 

remaining 67 articles were then independently full-text reviewed by two reviewers (M.K. 

and C.H.) to assess the validity of the options selected and reduce bias in the exclusion 

process. A total of 21 articles were included in the review. Articles were excluded 

because they did not include a sample within the 11-18 years age range (n=14), they did 

not focus on risk or protective factors but focused on outcomes (n=12), they were not 

longitudinal (n=6), they focused only on cyber bullying or cyber victimisation (n=4), they 

had a study period shorter than 6 months (n=1) or they were a review study (n=1). 

Studies that reported an intervention trial (n=3), that may have had an impact on levels of 

bullying or victimisation were also excluded as were articles that focused solely on 

violence or aggression (n=5), although if the article referred to bullying as aggression but 

included measures of bullying, these articles were included in the final set. The two 

reviewers fully agreed upon the final articles included. 
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Meta analysis 

A meta-analysis was conducted to assess the main predictors of bullying and 

victimisation identified in the included studies. At this stage two further articles were 

excluded due to there either being an insufficient amount of data available for the meta-

analysis (Larsen et al., 2012; Salmivalli, Sainio & Hodges, 2013) or the effect sizes were 

unable to be converted to a correlational effect size (Bond et al., 2001) and the authors 

did not respond to e-mail requests to provide the relevant data. For the remaining 19 

studies, a meta-analysis was performed using the Comprehensive Meta-analysis (CMA) 

program (Version 3). 

Each study reported between 2 and 6 measurement time points. However, only 

one included more than 4 time points (Baly, Cornell & Lovegrove, 2014) and therefore 1 

to 4 time points were included in the meta-analysis, allowing the stability of bullying and 

victimisation to be assessed. Although all studies spanned the adolescent period of 

development, the age of participants at the first time point varied across studies, and the 

length of time between the follow up time points also varied. Given this variability, the 

use of only the first and last time points would not have necessarily led to consistency 

across studies. 

Several decisions were made regarding the inclusion of variables given the wide 

range of variables assessed across the studies. Variables were only included in the meta-

analysis if two or more studies had assessed the variable of interest. Risk factors of 

bullying that were excluded due to only being assessed in a single study include: callous 

unemotional traits, narcissism and impulsivity (Fanti & Kimonis, 2013), race, cyber 

bullying, parental monitoring and empathy (Low & Espelage, 2013), academic failure 
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(Hemphill et al., 2012), autonomy support from teachers and attending a band 2 or 3 

school (Lam, Law, Chan, Wong & Zhang, 2014), social problems and thought problems 

(Kim, Leventhal, Koh, Hubbard & Boyce, 2006), birth order, place of residence, physical 

appearance and SES (Kim, Boyce, Koh & Leventhal, 2009). Protective factors of 

bullying that were excluded due to only being assessed in a single study included: friend 

support (Kendrick, Jutengren & Stattin, 2012), competence support from teachers and 

relatedness to teachers at school (Lam et al., 2014).  

Risk factors of victimisation that were excluded include: impulsivity, bullying 

(Fanti & Kimonis, 2013), birth order, physical appearance, SES, place of residence (Kim 

et al., 2009), competence support from teachers and attending a band-3 school (Lam et 

al., 2014), as well as the interaction between depression and rumination (Shapero, 

Hamilton, Liu, Abramson & Alloy, 2013). Protective factors of victimisation that were 

excluded include: puberty (Fanti & Kimonis, 2013), height (Kim et al., 2009), relatedness 

to teachers at school, autonomy support from teachers, attending a band-2 school (Lam et 

al., 2014) and proactive aggression (Salmivalli & Helteenvuori, 2007). Self-esteem 

(Salmivalli & Isaacs, 2005), appearance satisfaction (Faris & Felmlee, 2014) and social 

self-concept (Bellmore & Cillessen, 2006) were also deleted as they were not similar 

enough to compare.  Being a trouble maker (Marsh, Parada, Yeung & Healey, 2001) and 

parental psychological control were both found to be risk factors and protective factors to 

later victimisation but these variables were deleted as they were only explored in one 

study.  

Following deletion of variables, remaining variables within the same study that 

were conceptually comparable were combined using a Fisher-Z-Transformation. Two 
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measures used by Salmivalli and Helteenvuori (2007), proactive aggression and reactive 

aggression, were combined into a single measure of aggression. Measures of physical 

victimisation and relational victimisation used by Ma and Bellmore (2012) were 

combined in to a single measure of victimisation, as were two comparable measures of 

internalising problems. Having friends that are victims and being socially isolated (Faris 

& Felmlee, 2014) were combined into the variable ‘social problems’. Mother and father 

education were combined into the variable ‘parental education’ (Kim et al., 2009; Low & 

Espelage, 2013). Rumination, anxiety and depression were combined to one measure of 

internalising problems (Shapero et al., 2013). Family conflict and poor family 

management were combined to a single measure ‘family problems’, while academic 

failure, school suspension and low commitment to school were combined to a single 

measure ‘school problems’ (Hemphill et al., 2012). Two similar measures, band-3 school 

and band-2 school, were also combined to a single measure of ‘school problems’ (Lam et 

al., 2013). Lastly, because Salmivalli and Helteenvuori (2007) and Kim et al. (2009) were 

the only studies that considered males and females separately, the male and female 

variables were combined using Fisher-Z-Transformations.  

Individual effect sizes (correlations or odds ratios) were input into CMA and 

mean weighted effect sizes (and 95% confidence intervals; CI) were calculated for all 

predictor variables where data was available in two or more of the studies. Predictors that 

yielded a non-significant result were included. A random effects model was used because 

the study effect sizes were not assumed to be drawn from a sample with a single true 

population effect size.  
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Cohen’s (1988) guidelines were used to interpret the strength of effect sizes for 

the meta-analysis. The following conservative effect size interpretations were adopted as 

a result: r = .10 (small), .24 (medium) and .37 (large).  

Statistical analyses 

Heterogeneity analyses were undertaken, and we report T (or tau, the estimated 

standard deviation of true effect sizes), Q (a test for homogeneity of effect sizes across 

studies), and I2 (a measure of the magnitude of heterogeneity, or the percentage of the 

observed variance that is real rather than spurious). Subgroup analyses were undertaken 

to assess whether potential moderator variables (bullying/victimisation assessment type, 

study location) could account for significant variability among effect sizes. These 

analyses used mixed-effects models, consisting of a random effects model within 

subgroups, and a fixed effects model across subgroup, with both models calculated using 

the method of moments (Borenstein, 2009). Simple meta-regressions were used to assess 

three continuous moderators: age of participants, length (in months) of follow-up, and the 

quality assessment rating of each study. 

The final set of 18 articles was subjected to a quality assessment. The method 

used was based on that of Ferro and Speechley (2009) and used a revised version of the 

Downs and Black (1998) methodological quality checklist that did not include questions 

that were only relevant to intervention studies. The Downs and Black (1998) checklist is 

considered to be a valid and reliable measure (Sanderson, Tatt & Higgins, 2007; Olivo et 

al., 2008).  See Table 2 for the quality ratings. The full list of the criteria used can be seen 

in Appendix A. One item was excluded from Ferro and Speechley’s (2009) revised list 

because it was thought to be irrelevant in the context of longitudinal bullying and 
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victimisation research; this was “were the staff, places and facilities where the patients 

were studied, representative of the treatment the majority of patients received?”. Each 

item on the revised checklist was scored either a 1 (yes) or a 0 (no, or unable to determine 

from available information). The maximum score achievable was 14. The items covered 

standard of reporting (7 items), external validity (2 items), internal validity (4 items), and 

study power (1 item), with higher scores indicating articles with higher methodological 

quality. A score of 1 was only granted for the power rating if the study explicitly 

mentioned how they considered power. 

Publication bias analyses were also conducted using Rosenthal’s fail-safe N 

(1979), to address a potential “file drawer” problem in which only positive results are 

published. Fail-safe N analyses estimate the number of studies that would need to be 

conducted and not published in order for the reported positive results to be deemed null.  

 

Results 

Description of studies 

A summary of the characteristics of the included studies can be found in Table 1. 

Twelve studies focussed solely on predictors of victimisation, two focused solely on the 

predictors of bullying and five assessed the predictors of both bullying and victimisation. 

No studies focused solely on protective factors and approximately half the studies 

focused solely on risk factors. The other half of the studies focused on both risk and 

protective factors or factors that could be either protective or detrimental, such as social 

status.  
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All of the included studies were published within the last 14 years, with the most 

recent published in 2014 (Baly et al., 2014; Lam et al., 2014). Eight of the studies were 

conducted in the United States of America. Two were conducted in Finland, two in 

Korea, and one each in Australia, Sweden, China, Greece, the Netherlands, Scotland and 

the United Kingdom.  

Inclusion criteria for variables in meta-analysis 

Predictors of victimisation 

Sixteen studies assessed potential predictors of victimisation. Four significant 

predictors of victimisation were identified in two or more of the reviewed studies, 

including prior victimisation itself (see Table 3). None of these predictors could be 

considered protective. All studies that explored the stability of victimisation found that 

victimisation at one time point was predictive of victimisation at the following time point, 

with large effect sizes ranging from Cohen’s d = 0.444 to 0.573. The effects found for 

conduct problems, internalising problems and social problems as predictors of 

victimisation were small, ranging from Cohen’s d = 0.087 to 0.101. In these three 

instances, greater problems were associated with greater victimisation.  

There was a large amount of variability between the effect sizes related to social 

problems and prior victimisation (Table 3), and for each of these relationships, I2 

indicated that a high proportion of this variability reflected real differences.  

The fail-safe N for the overall effect for predictors of victimisation indicated that 

1608 missing studies would be needed to reverse the findings to be nonsignificant. 

Predictors of bullying 
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Seven studies explored potential predictors of bullying. Four predictors of 

bullying were identified in two or more of the reviewed studies (see Table 4). Social 

problems was found to predict bullying with a medium effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.206) 

with greater social problems predictive of greater bullying.  Age, conduct problems and 

school problems showed small effect sizes in their prediction of bullying. Greater conduct 

and school problems and younger age were associated with greater bullying. The fail-safe 

N for the overall effect for predictors of bullying indicated that 21 missing studies would 

be needed to reverse the findings to be nonsignificant. 

Moderator analyses 

Assessment type 

Eleven of the studies used self-report to measure bullying and victimisation and 

eight of the studies used peer report methods. Assessment type was not a significant 

moderator of the association between victimisation at one time point and victimisation at 

a later time point (V1 and V2 Q = 0.88, p = .346; V2 and V3 Q = 0.44, p = .509). In 

respect to the relationship between social problems and later victimisation, assessment 

type (peer report vs. self-report) was a significant moderator (Q = 15.21, t = 3.28, p < 

.001) with self-report associated with smaller effects than peer report between the two 

variables.  

Location of study 

Eight of the studies were conducted in the USA, with the remaining conducted 

elsewhere. The location of the study (USA versus Other) was not a significant moderator 

of the association between victimisation at one time point and victimisation at a later time 



ADOLESCENT PREDICTORS OF BULLYING 

 14 

point (V1 and V2 Q = 2.60, p = .107; V2 and V3 Q = 0.46, p = .500), nor for the 

association between social problems and later victimization (Q = 0.59, p = .442). 

Length of follow up 

The range of follow-up durations between assessments of victimisation at times 1 

and 2, and assessments of victimisation at times 2 and 3 was 4 to 16 months.  Length of 

follow was a significant moderator in the relationship between social problems and later 

victimisation (slope = -.027, p = .002), with the negative slope statistic indicating that a 

longer follow up was associated with a smaller effect between social problems and later 

victimisation. Length of follow up was not a significant moderator of the relationship 

between prospective assessments of victimisation (V1 and V2 slope = -.012, p = .430; V2 

and V3 slope = .024, p = .386). 

Age 

The mean age of participants was not associated with any effect size associations 

between social problems and later victimisation (slope = .004, p = .941) or prospective 

assessments of victimisation (V1 and V2 slope = -0.031, p = 0.488; V2 and V3 slope = 

.112, p = .099). 

Quality Assessment 

The mean score across all studies on the revised Quality Index was 8.6 (SD=1.8) 

out of a possible score of 14.  The scores ranged between 5 and 12. Table 2 depicts the 

quality rating for each of the included studies. Moderator analyses found that the study 

quality rating score could not account for the heterogeneity found in the effect size 

associations between social problems and later victimisation (slope = -.033, p = .723) or 
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prospective assessments of victimisation (V1 and V2 slope = 0.009, p = 0.807; V2 and 

V3 slope = .048, p = .542). 

 In terms of the specific quality areas, the standard of reporting was a mean score 

of 5.47 out of a possible score of 7, external validity was 0.26 out of a possible score of 2, 

internal validity was 2.84 out of a possible score of 4. Specifically in terms of the 

outcome measures, the majority of studies included multiple questions asking about 

different kinds of bullying and victimisation. However, two of the studies had a single 

item measuring bullying or victimisation. Both of these studies provided a definition of 

bullying; one asked responders whether they had engaged in this behaviour (Hemphill et 

al., 2012) and the other asked whether they been subject to this behaviour (Larsen et al., 

2012).  Only one study (Marsh et al., 2001) provided information regarding a power 

calculation, however, many studies had large sample sizes, so power is unlikely to be a 

major quality concern for the papers included in the analysis. 

 

Discussion 

The aim of this meta-analysis was to critically examine existing evidence 

regarding the predictive factors of adolescent bullying and victimisation. The inclusion 

criteria for this review included the use of an adolescent sample, a focus on risk or 

protective factors of bullying or victimisation, and a longitudinal study design. Studies 

focusing on a specific group or samples that were part of an intervention study were not 

included as they were thought not to be representative of the general adolescent 

population. Eighteen articles met inclusion criteria and reported sufficient data to be 

included in the meta-analysis.  
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Summary of findings 

The majority of findings pertain to risk rather than protective factors, and the 

majority focussed on victimisation rather than bullying. Many predictors of bullying and 

victimisation were assessed only within a single study, and therefore were not included in 

the meta-analysis.  

The risk factors identified in the meta-analysis to significantly predict 

victimisation were conduct problems, social problems, prior victimisation and 

internalising problems. No protective factors to victimisation were identified. Conduct 

problems, social problems and school problems were also identified as risks to bullying 

and older age was protective of bullying. The current meta-analysis identified relatively 

fewer predictors than that reported by Cook et al. (2010), however, this may be because 

Cook’s analysis included cross sectional studies as well as studies with child samples, 

rather than focusing solely on longitudinal studies and adolescents. Furthermore, age was 

treated as a categorical variable by Cook et al. (2010), differentiating children from 

adolescents, and although it was found to be a significant predictor of bullying and 

victimisation, the results are not comparable to the present analyses which assessed the 

influence of age within the period of adolescence. However, in line with the present 

findings, Cook et al (2010) identified externalising, social factors, and school factors as 

predictors of bullying and internalising, externalising, and social factors as predictors of 

victimisation.  

In the present study, conduct problems were identified as a risk for both bullying 

and victimisation with a small effect observed for both. A number of previous cross 

sectional studies indicate this link between bullying and conduct problems (Juvonen, 
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Graham & Schuster, 2003; Kumpulainen et al., 2001; Viding, Simmonds, Petrides & 

Frederickson, 2009; Wolke et al., 2000); however, the link between victimisation and 

conduct problems has received less attention. In one of the few studies to consider this 

link, Schwartz, Mcfayden-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit and Bates (1999) found that early 

behaviour problems were a risk for later victimisation in children. Both studies examining 

the link between adolescent conduct problems and victimisation included in this review 

(Kendrick et al., 2012; Marsh et al., 2001) did not stipulate that to be classified as a 

victim; one must not also be a bully. As such, the victims in these studies are likely to 

have been bully/victims, a group that has been linked with conduct problems in previous 

research (Juvonen et al., 2003; Kumpulainen et al., 2001; Wolke et al., 2000). However, 

it is also conceivable that many researchers do not conceptualise victims as having 

conduct problems and so have failed to examine this link in the past. Further research is 

needed to confirm a true link between conduct problems and victimisation, particularly in 

adolescence.   

Social problems were also identified as a risk to both bullying and victimisation 

with a small effect for victimisation and a medium effect for bullying. The Cook et al. 

(2010) meta-analysis also found social factors to be related to both bullying and 

victimisation, although the social factors identified mainly were protective, such as social 

problem solving and social competence. In the current study, risk factors for bullying 

included social problems identified using a scale from the Korean YSR (K-YSR) which 

included statements regarding socially immaturity (Kim et al., 2006) and interaction with 

antisocial friends (Hemphill et al., 2012). Risk factors for victimisation included K-YSR 

social problems, as well as peer rejection and friendlessness (Salmivalli & Isaacs, 2005), 
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social isolation (Faris & Felmlee, 2014) conflict and betrayal with friends (Boulton, 

Trueman, Chau, Whitehand & Amatya, 1999) and metaperceptions of social preference 

(Bellmore & Cillessen, 2006). Collectively, these individual measures suggest that 

bullying may be related to social immaturity and antisocial associations while 

victimisation may be related to social isolation. However, further research would be 

needed to confirm these observed patterns.  

In respect to victimisation, the relationship with social problems was moderated 

by both assessment type (peer report vs. self-report) and length of follow up. A longer lag 

between measurement occasions indicated a weaker relationship between social problems 

and later victimisation and the use of self-report measures was also associated with a 

weaker relationship relative to peer report. Self- report measures may well be less reliable 

in adolescence, especially when individuals are identifying social problems and 

victimisation which, due to their social nature, may be better recognised by peers. 

Previous research confirms that victimisation is more strongly associated with social 

factors when peer report measures are used as opposed to self-report (Bouman et al., 

2012).There is on-going debate regarding the benefits and pitfalls of self-versus peer 

report measures (Stassen Berger, 2007) and this finding lends support to the notion that 

peer report may be more effective than self-report in measuring social problems and 

victimisation experiences, particularly in adolescence.  

Previous meta-analyses have not considered victimisation as a risk for later 

victimisation (Cook et al., 2020), but in the current study victimisation was found to be 

stable across time with a large effect based on each of the different measurement periods. 

Victimisation in childhood appears less stable (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Wardrop 2003; 
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Monks, Smith & Swettenham 2003). However, in contrast with previous studies looking 

at both children and adolescents (Espelage et al., 2001; Kumpulainen, Rasanen & 

Henttonen, 1999; Pepler, Jiang, Craig & Connolly, 2008) we found that bullying was not 

significantly stable across time. This unique finding suggests that although victims may 

become more stable in their roles across time, bullies may be transient in their roles, 

particularly across adolescence. An implication of this finding is that early interventions 

may be beneficial in preventing on-going victimisation, whereas; early intervention 

targeting bullies may not necessarily be identifying those individuals who will bully 

others at a later stage of development and thus be less effective at preventing bullying in 

the long-term.  

The notion that bullying is not stable across time may align with the finding that 

age was weakly protective against being a bully. Age was the only protective factor 

identified in the meta-analysis. This finding aligns with previous studies that show that, 

following the transition to high school, bullying decreases with age (Craig et al., 2009; 

Pelligrini & Long, 2002) and also suggests that the reason bullying is not stable is 

because some bullies may stop bullying as they mature.  

Internalising problems were a significant predictor of victimisation but not 

bullying. The finding regarding victimisation is consistent with another meta-analysis that 

specifically focused on internalising problems in children and adolescents and showed 

that internalising problems were both a risk and outcome of victimisation (Reijntjes et al., 

2010). Cook et al. (2010) reported that the relationship between victimisation and 

internalising difficulties was significantly stronger in the adolescent group relative to the 

child group. This finding contrasts with other studies that indicate internalising problems 



ADOLESCENT PREDICTORS OF BULLYING 

 20 

may have less predictive power in adolescence than in childhood (Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel 

& Loeber, 2011)  or that have failed to find a moderating effect of age (Reijntjes et al., 

2010). The present analysis indicated that there was not significant heterogeneity in the 

effect size between victimisation and internalising problems, and thus age was not 

explored as a moderator for this relationship.  

Variables grouped as school problems were identified as a risk for bullying. These 

variables included attending a school specifically catering for adolescents with poor 

grades (Lam et al., 2014), and academic failure and low commitment to school (Hemphill 

et al., 2012). Cook et al. (2010) also found a stronger link between academic performance 

and bullying than academic performance and victimisation.   

There were no identified protective factors of victimisation that were assessed in 

more than one study, and may suggest either that the factors that make an adolescent 

vulnerable to victimisation are complex and intertwined, or that researchers tend to focus 

more on negative, rather than protective factors.  

Gender was not identified as a significant predictive factor of bullying or 

victimisation. One study found being female was protective against bullying (Lam et al., 

2014) and another found it was a risk for later bullying (Low & Espelage, 2013). One 

study found being female was protective for later victimisation (Lam et al., 2014) and 

another found it was a risk (Faris & Felmlee, 2014). The literature for children indicates 

that bullies appear to most often be boys, but both males and females tend to be victims 

(Rodkin & Berger, 2008). The present results indicate that gender may have a less clear-

cut role for adolescents, perhaps due to males and females engaging in more similar, less 

physical forms of bullying as they age.  
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Limitations and Future Implications  

This review highlights the fact that further research is needed as many of the 

predictors identified in the present review were explored only in single studies. Further 

research is needed to confirm that results based on individual studies are not due to 

chance or sampling bias (Coolican, 2009). Basing research design on theories of bullying 

and victimisation may help focus the predictors of interest. However, the lack of a 

consistent focus across studies also points to the likelihood that bullying and 

victimisation are complex constructs for which single predictors are not sufficient. Future 

research would be well placed to determine the collective factors that predict bullying and 

victimisation, including mediating and moderating factors. For example, research is 

needed delineating how exactly peer relationships play a role in the development of 

bullying or victimisation.  

The current study included predictors across up to 4 successive time points, rather 

than taking only first and last time points from each study, causing the length of time 

between time points to be less than six months for some variables (Lam et al., 2014; 

Salmivalli  & Isaacs, 2005; Salmivalli & Helteenvuori, 2007). However, this method was 

undertaken to assess the stability of bullying and victimisation, and suggested an increase 

in the stability of victimisation over time. Future research on predictive factors could start 

assessment of predictors early in adolescence and follow up over comparable periods of 

time to improve consistency across studies.  

This synthesis of the literature also highlights the fact that there is more focus on 

victims than bullies and more focus on risk than protective factors. These gaps in the 

literature must be addressed if targeted intervention studies are to be developed. 
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Bully/victims, those who both bully others and are bullied by their peers, were not 

considered a separate group for the purposes of this analysis because the majority of 

papers included in the analysis did not treat bully/victims separately. This is a limitation 

of the analysis that should also be addressed in future research. Furthermore, studies that 

focused solely on cyber bullying or cyber victimisation were excluded in the current 

analysis to allow a focus on predictors of traditional forms of bullying; however, cyber 

bullying and victimisation are poorly understood yet are becoming increasingly relevant 

in modern culture (Livingstone & Brake, 2010). Future studies should aim to determine 

whether the risk and protective factors for cyber bullying and cyber victimisation are 

different from those for traditional forms of these behaviours as well as whether there are 

different risk and protective factors for bully/victims. Given the reduced quality ratings 

observed for some of the studies in the analysis, it is also important that future studies are 

methodologically rigorous particularly in regard to external validity. Few studies could 

claim that their participants were truly representative of the larger population of young 

people. However, the quality rating of a study could not account for the heterogeneity 

found in relation to the associations between measures of victimization across time, or 

between social problems and victimization.  

Conclusion  

The research synthesised in this review leads to a number of conclusions about the 

trajectories of bullying and victimisation for the adolescent age group. For example, 

social problems appear to be a consistent issue for bullies and victims across both 

childhood and adolescence and conduct problems are a consistent issue for bullies and 
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may be for victims as well. Previous research also suggests that victimisation is unstable 

in childhood, but this review confirms it is stable across time in adolescence.  

The findings suggest a number of possible targets for intervention including 

victims and children with social problems or conduct problems. Early intervention in 

these areas may prevent future bullying and victimisation in adolescence.  

In conclusion, given the complex nature of bullying and victimisation, it is likely 

that a number of factors contribute to the presence of bullying and victimisation in 

adolescent samples. Given this, more research is needed to replicate the reported 

relationships and to determine the combination of factors that contribute to these 

phenomena. The use of common measurement tools between studies will help create 

consistency in the literature.  
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