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Developed by experts from the Department of Developmental and

Educational Psychology at the University of Murcia.



Multiple classifications have been established by numerous authors, all of them with a 

consistent tendency to include different terminologies and manifestations (Cerezo, 1998, 

2009; Calvo & Ballester, 2007; Public Defender, 2007; Garaigordobil & Oñederra, 2010; 

Serrano, 2010; Sullivan, K., Cleary & Sullivan, G. 2005, among others) of the main kinds of 

school bulling, namely physical, verbal, material, sexual and cybernetic abuse, which can in 

turn lead to psychological abuse. Below we define and delimit each form of school bullying 

depending on the behaviours exhibited by the aggressor(s). 

1. WHAT DO WE MEAN BY SCHOOL BULLYING?

Harmonious coexistence among schoolchildren is turning into a serious problem 

in the educational system. In the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development) countries, one out of every 10 children reports that they have 

been the victim of bullying at school (OECD, 2015). 

A student becomes a victim of problematic bullying when he or she has been 

exposed repeatedly and intentionally to negative actions which have harmed 

them or made them feel uncomfortable. These actions have been carried out by 

another student or a group of them when there is an imbalance of power; that is, 

there is an asymmetrical power relationship in which the victim has been unable 

to defend him- or herself (Olweus, 1998). 

Likewise, Cerezo (1998) stresses the intentional, harmful and persistent nature of 

bullying, which leads to situations of exclusion, violence and deterioration in 

socialisation (Cerezo, 2009).

2. WAYS SCHOOL BULLYING MANIFESTS ITSELF
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2.1. PHYSICAL

This happens when a person or group suffers from physical harm, with or without 

injuries, caused intentionally. It tends to appear in different ways:

Simple aggression, either direct or indirect

- Direct simple aggression: the aggressor uses some part of the body or nearby objects 

in the place to commit the aggression (fists, wallet, ruler, etc.), causing direct physical 

harm (hitting) the victim.

- Indirect simple aggression: the physical harm happens indirectly as a consequence of 

an action fostered by the aggressor (pushing, tripping, etc.).

Aggression with weapons

The aggressor intentionally uses instruments (iron bars, sticks, etc.) within reach, 

regardless of whether or not they were designed for attack.

Threat of physical violence

The aggressor coerces the victim, feasibly, to perform an action against their will.

2.2. VERBAL

This is characterised by the aggressor using offensive 

verbal language with the aim of emotionally harming the 

victim.

Direct verbal aggression

The aggressor uses offensive expressions (insults, 

nicknames, etc.) repeatedly towards the victim. This 

assumes that it is regarded as psychological abuse.

Veiled verbal aggression

Here it is more difficult to identify the aggressor, since the 

behaviour (spreading pejorative rumours, calumny, social 

exclusion, etc.) happens when the victim is not present. 

Therefore, the purpose is for the class group to ignore or 

reject the victim.



2.3. MATERIAL

The aggressor causes damage to the victim’s belongings (by 

hiding, breaking or stealing them).

2.4. SEXUAL

This is characterised by the aggressor using bullying, incitement, 

sexual abuse or the use of ill-intentioned references to the private parts 

of the victim’s body. It includes homophobic bullying, when the abuse 

is based on the real or perceived sexual orientation and/or gender 

identity. Dating violence or gender violence between adolescent 

couples can also occur, especially emotional blackmail; this is often 

regarded as a precursor to gender violence.

Physical sexual aggression

- Direct sexual aggression: The aggressor, who is stronger and more 

powerful than the victim, performs behaviours which are sexually 

degrading to the victim (touching for sexual pleasure, forcing 

physical contact, etc.).

- Veiled sexual aggression: The aggressor looks for hidden or private 

place where they can watch, photograph in bathrooms or showers, 

etc., or make the victim look at sexual acts or organs.

Verbal sexual aggression

The aggressor attacks and threatens verbally with sexual contents, or 

denigrates the victim by telling them to perform sexual practices.

Mixed sexual aggression 

This entails the presence of some component of physical sexual 

aggression (either direct or veiled) combined with verbal sexual 

aggression.



2.5. CYBERNETIC

Cyberbullying

This consists of using the new information technologies (mobile telephone, Internet, etc.) to 

ridicule, demean or humiliate the victim (Serrano, 2010). Generally speaking, cyberbullying 

acts to reinforce in-person bullying, although not always since the anonymity provides 

protection to the cyber-aggressor which leads them to use this kind of bullying instead of 

in-person (Hernández & Solano, 2007).

Trolling

This is associated with cyberbullying. It happens when a person (in Internet jargon, a troll) 

writes in a social forum, chat room, blog or similar, humiliating and provocative messages 

about someone with the goal of demeaning them.

Happy slapping 

This consists of recording and spreading situations of bullying (such as pushing, slapping, 

etc.) towards a person with the goal of sneering at or ridiculing them via the social media 

or sharing it on the Internet. The aggressors show their cruel deed, earning more recogni-

tion and social power among their peers, and imitations may even arise among the 

observers. In this regard, Ortega, Mora-Merchán & Jäger (2007) stress that even extreme 

situations (such as all kinds of sexual aggressions or hitting) have been recorded, and in 

some cases they have led to the victim’s death.



3. ROLES ASSOCIATED WITH SCHOOL BULLYING

Below we briefly describe the roles associated with school bullying. Appendix 2 

explains the risk factors for these roles.

3.1.  AGGRESSOR / AGGRESSORS

The role of the aggressor in school bullying is characterised by being 

physically strong, which gives them superiority within the peer group. They 

tend to exhibit aggressive and generally violent behaviours towards peers 

regarded as weak (Cerezo, 1998, 2009). 

The aggressor knows how to justify their actions to avoid being discovered 

and therefore punished (Ortega, 2000). For this reason, they learn to 

socialise via attitudes and behaviours that make it impossible to understand 

others’ feelings.

3.2. VICTIM

The role of the victim of bullying is characterised by being regarded by 

their peers as physically or psychologically weak, or even as a coward 

that cannot defend themselves (Cerezo, 1998). The role of the victim 

tends to be associated with discrimination for any distinction, exclusion, 

limitation or preference based on ethnicity, sex, religion, language, home 

country, politics or other kinds of opinion, social and economic 

background, disability, etc. We can generally distinguish two different 

kinds of victims of bullying (Díaz Aguado, 2005; Olweus, 1993):

- The typical or passive victim. They show passive behaviour 

when faced with intimidation. They are characterised by low 

self-esteem, high anxiety, a higher tendency towards depressive 

moods, social isolation due to their lack of assertiveness and difficulty 

communicating, fear of violence, expression of vulnerability, insecurity, 

blame for and even denial of the situation.

- The active or provocative victim. They tend to be rejected more 

out of social isolation and widespread unpopularity. They show an 

excessive or impulsive tendency to act aggressively or in an irritating 

fashion.



3.3. BYSTANDERS

Given that bystanders can take on different roles, their characteristics vary according to whether 

they are more passive or more active in the bullying situation and what direction this behaviour 

goes in (encouraging or inhibiting the bullying). Below is a brief description of the different kinds of 

bystanders (Sullivan et al., 2005):

- Accomplices. They tend to be closer friends of the aggressor.

- Reinforcers. They support and incite intimidation and bullying.

- Outsiders. They remain neutral, passive and tolerant of intimidation.

- Defenders. They don’t support the aggressor, they reject violent behaviour and defend the 

victim. This is regarded as a heroic act since they accept the possible consequences/retaliation 

stemming from supporting the victim.  

Fear of clashing with the aggressor is one of the main characteristics of people who become 

tolerant bystanders of bullying, and they become morally involved in agreements and false rules 

about the need to silence what happened, the famous “law of silence” (Armas, 2007; Ortega, 2000).

At school, studies show that the places where bullying tends to 

occur are: classroom spaces, break yard, places where you 

enter and exit the school (hallways) and even other places 

(such as on the way home, bathrooms, etc.) (Cerezo, 2009; 

Méndez, 2013). 

4. WHERE DOES BULLYING OCCUR?



5.1. SOCIAL EFFECTS

There is a generalisation and trivialisation of these effects which normalises, 

tolerates and justifies bullying in multiple situations and context. One clear 

example is “happy slapping”. Violence is not a game, nor is it instinctual 

behaviour; on the contrary, it is acquired-learned and therefore avoidable.

Likewise, “violence stems from emotional incompetence and moral illiteracy. 

Education is the only scenario left to us” (Edgar Morin). This is why the information 

has to be known without sounding social alarms in order to prevent and/or 

intervene.

School bullying implicates not only the aggressor-victim dyad but also the entire 

educational community (Salmivalli, 2010). Therefore, the consequences of the presence 

of these bullying and rejection dynamics at schools are multiple and vary according to 

the degree of involvement in it. In generally, we can mention the negative social, school, 

family and personal effects.

5. EFFECTS OF SCHOOL BULLYING



4.2. SCHOOL EFFECTS

It generates a great deal of institutional concern since the consequences of school 

bullying affect the entire educational community both globally and particularly. It 

leads to a sharp decline in the school atmosphere and in harmonious coexistence. In 

fact, 57.5% of teachers feel affected by the consequences of school bullying 

(Melero, 1993). Therefore, it is a source of emotional exhaustion and stress that can 

lead to the burnout syndrome. 

4.3. FAMILY EFFECTS

School bullying sparks a sense of impotence and vulnerability in families caused by a 

lack of knowledge about what to do about the situation and finding out about it too 

late as a result of the law of silence established around bullying. Sometimes these 

situations can lead to emotional exhaustion and even frustration because the family 

did not know about it.

4.4. PERSONAL EFFECTS DEPENDING ON THE ROLE

Consequences for the victim

 It is a traumatic experience that has lasting moral, physical and psychological 

effects (Ortega, 2000). Some of the main symptoms are:

- Physical effects: High levels of anxiety, stomach aches and/or headaches, sleep 

problems, bedwetting, etc.

- Social behaviour disorders: Shyness, phobias and fear at school, absenteeism or 

skipping school, lack of assertiveness, behaviour changes and avoidance beha-

viours, etc.

- Academic effects: Lower ability to concentrate, low academic performance, 

school failure, less interaction with the peer group, isolation or social rejection, etc.

- Emotional effects: Feelings of insecurity, loneliness and unhappiness, low 

emotional intelligence, feelings of guilt, etc.

- Psychological effects: lLw self-esteem, post-traumatic stress syndrome (flash-

backs) depression and even suicide.



Consequences for the aggressor 

Aggressors are too immature to grasp the psychological complexity of the situation in which 

they are involved (Ortega, 2000) and the effects of it for themselves and others.

- Social effects: Difficulties obeying the rules, moral deterioration, negative social relations, 

inability to be self-critical, associating social prestige with violence, problems of externalisa-

tion (Lösel & Bender, 2011) and involvement in antisocial behaviours and consumption of 

alcohol and other drugs (Cerezo & Méndez, 2012; Cerezo & Méndez, 2013).

- Psychological effects: Distortion of their image. 

- School effects: Low academic performance and school failure, rejection of school, lack of 

adaptation to school, inability to keep up at school, repeating the year (Cerezo, 1998; Pele-

grín & Garcés de Los Fayos, 2009),

- Emotional effects: Lack of empathy, lack of guilt, cruelty and insensitivity, anger and 

impulsiveness, low sense of responsibility (Garaigordobil & Oñederra, 2010; Sánchez, Ortega 

& Menesini, 2012).

Situations of aggression can be the forerunners to future criminal behaviour since they view 

violent acts as socially acceptable (Renda, Vassallo & Edwards, 2011). 

Consequences for the bystanders

Regarding passive bystanders, we can note the following effects (Fernández, 1998; 

Ortega, 2000; Garaigordobil & Oñederra, 2010):

- Social effects: Lack of solidarity, submission, internalisation of antisocial and criminal 

behaviours as a way to get what they want, etc.

- Emotional effects: Fear, loss of empathy, desensitisation to others’ pain, sense of guilt, 

etc.

Bystanders who are neutral learn that social life works via “survival of the fittest”, which could 

be very dangerous (Ortega, 2000).      
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