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Significant gaps in the bullying research literature remain, calling
for an urgent need for empirical studies across a number of areas.
These include the need for studies to address conceptual, defi-
nitional, and measurement issues; the social and psychological
processes related to the development and persistence of bully-
ing; and the intersection of bullying perpetration and bullying
victimization with mental health issues. This article provides a
brief overview of some critical contemporary research issues and
identifies some research gaps requiring further investigation. It is
concluded that additional research is needed to address emerging
policy and funding priorities related to bullying.
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There is a need—and a responsibility—to provide empirically sound
information about school bullying to policy makers, educators, practition-
ers, and families. Although much has been learned about bullying (see recent
meta-analyses, such as Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), continued research progress
depends upon addressing several outstanding issues. For example, unre-
solved measurement issues hinder the ability to create consensus about what
does or does not constitute bullying; surprisingly little is known about how
key demographic factors (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity) operate with respect to
bullying; and questions remain about how social and psychological factors
are related to bullying. Addressing such issues is central to meeting societal
goals of accurately identifying bullies and victims, conceptualizing power
dynamics, understanding variations in bullying, developing efficacious inter-
vention approaches, and grounding bullying within a larger framework of
violence, discrimination, harassment, and prejudice. Educational, preventive,
and treatment strategies could be further improved with increased research
that takes the next steps in tackling some of the big questions that challenge
the field.

The purpose of this article is to provide guidance to funders and
researchers by describing current gaps in the extant bullying literature related
to the conceptualization and understanding of bullying and by indicating
how these gaps signify priorities in bullying research. Although space pre-
cludes a thorough review of all contemporary research priorities, the breadth
of topics and issues reviewed here include areas that need to be addressed
immediately to move the field forward.Addressing these issues may require
novel methodological approaches, and some suggestions are provided to
guide future research. In doing so, we encourage funders to prioritize the
need for research in these areas and we encourage researchers to strive
for answers to the issues raised. There is a critical need for more rigorous,
large-scale research studies designed to address the complexity of involve-
ment in bullying and the consequences to better inform school, family, and
community efforts to mitigate these behaviors.

WHAT CONSTITUTES BULLYING? IMPLICATIONS FOR
CONCEPTUALIZATION, MEASUREMENT, AND RESEARCH DESIGN

Current perspectives on bullying build on Olweus’ (1993) early definition,
which is characterized by three criteria—intentionality, repetition, and power
imbalance. This following definition, or a variant, is often presented to stu-
dent participants in studies and then they are asked to identify bullies and
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The Future of Bullying Research 285

victims or to indicate how often they bully or are victimized.“A student is
being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over
time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students . . . In
order to use the term, “bullying,” there should be an imbalance in strength
(an asymmetric power relationship): the student who is exposed to the neg-
ative actions has difficulty defending him/herself and is somewhat helpless
against the student or students who harass” (Olweus, 1993, pp. 9–10, empha-
sis in original). Despite the popularity of this definition among researchers,
the limited research that exists suggests that students do not necessarily use
the components of the Olweus definition to define bullying (Vaillancourt
et al., 2008). Moreover, few researchers assess all of the Olweus components
directly.

For these reasons, there has been debate among researchers about the
appropriateness and necessity of providing a definition when measuring
bullying (Green, Felix, Sharkey, Furlong, & Kras, 2012). It has been sug-
gested that providing a definition prior to requesting self-reports is important
so that the respondents are thinking about bullying in terms of repetition,
power imbalance, and intentionality. Indeed, providing the traditional defi-
nition of bullying influences reporting. As indicated by the few studies that
have addressed this issue, comparing different cut points determined by
factors such as frequency and perceived power imbalance results in differ-
ent levels of involvement in and outcomes of bullying (Vaillancourt et al.,
2008; Ybarra, Boyd, & Oppenheim, 2012) . In contrast, some researchers opt
to avoid the term “bully,” and redefine the construct to focus on concrete
behaviors underlying bullying, such as hitting, threatening, or name-calling,
without specifying the need for repetition or the power differentials and
other interpersonal dynamics between the bully and target (Espelage, Holt,
& Henkel, 2003). Espelage and colleagues find that youth who self-report
bullying others are more likely to be nominated by their peers as students
who are often teasing and mean to others. However, few studies make direct
comparisons across the two approaches, making it unclear whether there is
or is not meaningful differentiation between bullying and aggression more
generically.

Thus, a key research issue is the consideration of whether defini-
tional requirements are superfluous or essential to the conceptualization
of bullying, and to differentiating bullying from other forms of aggression.
Addressing this issue will require delving into the three core features of the
Olweus definition. Of the three, intentionality is a common element across
bullying and aggression, adding little to the differentiation of bullying from
aggression. However, repetition is a proxy for severity, included to exclude
from bullying “occasional nonserious negative actions” (Olweus, 1993, p. 9).
Repetition and severity are related (a chronic condition is usually worse than
an acute one), but they are not the same, and in neither the case of repetition
nor severity is there much research on dosage-response associations between
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286 L. D. Hanish et al.

bullying and adjustment (see Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996, for victimization).
A related issue is that repetition can beget anticipatory fear in which the
anticipation of aggression can be as debilitating (or more debilitating) than
the aggression itself. Thus, fear may make the impact of the aggression more
detrimental than would be true of single aggressive events.

Whereas repetition may be a useful indicator of bullying intensity or
severity, it is the asymmetric power relationship that may be its most distinc-
tive element. Unequal, coercive power, in which a more powerful aggressor
attacks a less powerful victim (or attempts to derive power by constructing
weakness in the harassed child), is what most clearly distinguishes bully-
ing from other forms of aggression and links it with other similar forms
of aggression such as dating violence and spousal abuse (Espelage & Holt,
2007). The broader aggression construct encompasses antagonistic behaviors
that are emitted within a wider array of relationships. Power can be physical
as well as psychological, such that the bully has more friends, greater status
and prestige, or greater access to resources than the victim. The difficulty in
establishing the most common dimensions among which power imbalances
can be expressed and the circumstances in which power imbalances moti-
vate bullying is a significant challenge for the next generation of research on
bullying.

To complicate matters, definitions of traditional bullying may be in ten-
sion with bullying that occurs in cyberspace. It is an open question what
intentionality, repetition, and power imbalance mean in cyberspace (Rodkin
& Fischer, in press). For instance, cyberbullying might possibly extend to
what is foreseeable and not just intentional; a repetition of cyberbullying
might encompass both multiple incidents and multiple forwarding. Power
imbalance has an ambiguous meaning in the indefinite world of cyberspace.
This will necessitate new extensions of a bullying model to encompass what
is actually happening within the cyberspace environment and in the relations
between cyberbullying that originates off campus but makes its presence felt
during the school day.

THE POWER DIFFERENTIAL: INTERSECTIONS WITH AGE, GENDER,
SEXUAL ORIENTATION, CULTURE, RACE, AND ETHNICITY

Several variables—such as age, gender, sexual orientation, culture, race,
and ethnicity—are linked with power and status, making them important
to investigate in the quest to understand bullying. There are two sets of
research issues to consider. The first is descriptive: To what extent are there
variations in the frequency, form, and function of bullying by status group
(e.g., variations for boys vs. girls) and does this depend on whether bul-
lying occurs within or across status groups (e.g., same- vs. other-gender
bullying)? The second is explanatory: Are there meaningful differences in

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a 
Sa

nt
a 

B
ar

ba
ra

] 
at

 1
2:

05
 2

6 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



The Future of Bullying Research 287

the predictors and outcomes of bullying for different status groups and for
within- and across-status bullying? Although some of these questions have
received more empirical attention than others, there are still many unan-
swered questions that speak to the role that power and power differentials
play in bullying. The answers to these questions likely require assessment
protocols that are sensitive, not just to who is a bully and who is victim-
ized, but also to who is bullying whom and demographic aspects of those
involved.

Gender

Bullying may be targeted both within and across gender (Hanish, Sallquist,
DiDonato, Fabes, & Martin, 2012; Rodkin & Berger, 2008). However, bullying
may have different meanings when it occurs within versus across gender.
For instance, in a study of the behavioral antecedents of aggression, Hanish
and colleagues (2012) found that peers (particularly female peers) respond
aggressively to other girls’ demands and attempts to control situations, but
an aggressive response is rare when boys engage in similarly demanding
and controlling behaviors. In a different study of social status variations in
same- and cross-gender bullying, Rodkin and Berger (2008) found that, in
same-gender dyads, bullies were popular among peers whereas victims were
unpopular, but this pattern was reversed for male bullies of female peers.
In this case, boys who were bullies were unpopular and girls who were
victimized were popular. Both studies suggest that within-gender bullying
may carry different meanings than cross-gender bullying, and more research
examining such questions is needed.

Similar questions could be raised about bullying of gender atypical and
sexual minority youth. Sexual minority youth have been found to be at
greater risk for being victimized than their heterosexual and gender typical
counterparts (Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008). Even heterosexual
youth are often targets of gender-based harassment and homophobic name-
calling (Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2011). Presumably, sexual minority
and gender atypical youth are bullied by heterosexual and gender typical
youth in an attempt to assert power. Yet, few research studies have directly
addressed this issue, suggesting that there is a need to further establish the
parameters under which sexual minority and gender atypical youth are (and
are not) targeted for bullying. In support of this point, findings regarding the
victimization of sexual minority youth appear to depend on such factors as
one’s specific status (e.g., questioning and transgendered youth as compared
to other sexual minority youth), gender, ethnicity, age, and the community
one lives in (rural vs. urban; well-educated vs. less-educated; Poteat, Aragon,
Espelage, & Koenig, 2009). These findings speak to a complex intersection
of gender, race, community culture, and sexual orientation that deserves
additional study.
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288 L. D. Hanish et al.

It is worth noting that victimization that is rooted in gender, gender
typicality, and sexuality may involve traditional bullying behaviors (e.g.,
physical or verbal attacks), but it may also involve the use of homophobic
language or gender- and sexuality-based harassment as a way to enforce gen-
der norms, promote heteronormativity, and maintain traditional masculinity
norms (Birkett & Espelage, in press; Poteat & DiGiovanni, 2012). Thus, there
is a need to better understand the similarities and differences between bully-
ing and sexual harassment. Sexual harassment is a form of sex discrimination
(“unwelcomed behavior of a sexual nature”) that interferes with the right to
receive an equal educational opportunity. As such, it is part of Federal Law
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, which means that it is subject
to specific legal requirements (i.e., schools must distribute a formal policy
addressing sexual harassment, respond promptly with a thorough investiga-
tion when a complaint has been filed, and prevent retaliation). From a legal
standpoint, sexual harassment is differentiated from bullying, which is also
subject to state and federal laws. Such distinction has also been seen in sep-
arate lines of research on sexual harassment and bullying. However, there
may be longitudinal associations of bullying, homophobic name-calling, and
sexual harassment in youth as young as age 10 (Espelage et al., 2011). Thus, a
research goal must be to further explore the extent to which there is overlap
between sexual harassment and bullying.

Culture, Race, and Ethnicity

Similar issues operate with regard to culture, race, and ethnicity. The study
of bullying has had a heavy cross-cultural influence, with assessments of
bullying in almost every corner of the world. There has been controversy
over whether some antibullying interventions, such as the Olweus program,
work better in Europe than in the United States, given variation in cultural
norms, school structure, or other social factors (Farrington & Ttofi, 2009).
Within a culture, an understudied issue concerns the social dynamics of bul-
lying and victimization among children of different racial or ethnic groups
(either immigrant or native-born). Immigrants may be at a power disad-
vantage, particularly if they look or dress differently or are associated with
groups about which negative attitudes are common, but the evidence here is
inconclusive. For instance, Stroheimer, Kärnä, and Salmivalli (2011) reported
that bullying between and within ethnic groups increased with the ethnic
diversity of multicultural Dutch classrooms, and that minorities (i.e., Turks,
Morrocans) bullied at higher rates than native Dutch. Patterns of bullying
and victimization are not much clearer when turning from immigrants to
native-born minority groups. In the United States, minority groups such as
African Americans may be perceived by peers to be both more popular and
more aggressive than European Americans, a result that defies easy equiva-
lence between minority status and low social status (Wilson & Rodkin, 2013).
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The Future of Bullying Research 289

Moreover, African American students may be less likely to be victimized
than other ethnic groups, at least in diverse school settings (Graham &
Juvonen, 2002; Hanish & Guerra, 2000). Additional research is needed to
better understand whether, when, and how racial and ethnic status relate to
involvement in bullying. However, the lack of studies that highlight who bul-
lies whom, makes it difficult to estimate the relative prevalence of bullying
that involves children of different ethnic backgrounds interacting with one
another (Tolsma, van Deurzen, Stark, & Veenstra, 2013), and thus the extent
to which bullying can be construed as an instrument of minority oppression.

Age

Although bullying seems to extend across the developmental spectrum, rel-
atively little is known about how it varies with development, particularly
into adulthood. Studies of elementary- and middle-school age youth have
shown that victims of bullying tend to be anxious, socially withdrawn, and
to have few friends (Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010). These are
characteristics that might signify that children with internalizing tendencies
are relatively low on the social hierarchy and, thus, easy targets of bullying.
However, studies of preschool-age children find no evidence that victims
are anxious, socially withdrawn, or otherwise solitary (Hanish et al., 2004;
Hanish et al., 2012). Thus, the factors that influence a power differential
between bullies and victims in one developmental phase may not contribute
to a power differential at other developmental phases. The value of devel-
opmentally based research in the bullying field is evident in the need for
intervention efforts to be appropriately focused for children at various ages.
For example, the intervention needs of children who are transitioning to
middle school may be different from those who have not yet approached
the middle school transition or who have already completed it (Pellegrini &
Long, 2002). Addressing this issue may also require unique consideration of
methodology. For instance, research designs that focus on a narrow partici-
pant age range predominate in this field. Using research designs that allow
for consideration of a wider array of ages would inform our understanding
of developmental variations (Ttofi, Farrington, & Losel, 2012), which would
require much more attention to measurement issues.

TACKLING SIGNIFICANT QUESTIONS: THE NEED
FOR SUBSTANTIVE RESEARCH

Greater knowledge of definitional, demographic, and power issues is impor-
tant in its own right, but it is even more important when viewed in light of the
current need to address macro questions and to translate knowledge to the
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290 L. D. Hanish et al.

real world. That is, advances in measurement and conceptualization simul-
taneously advance researchers’ ability to study the factors that increase or
decrease the likelihood of bullying, responding to bullying, and the poten-
tial for harm from bullying. Although not an exhaustive list, we raise two
substantive issues that require new research and funding priorities—one of
these illustrates the idea that bullying is contextualized within the peer con-
text and the other illustrates the idea that bullying involvement is related to
individual level factors (such as mental health).

The Social World of Bullying: When, How, and Why Do Peers Matter?

Bullying is a relational phenomenon. Bullies and victims have relation-
ships with one another, as well as with peers in the broader social group.
Peers can play an important role in bullying. For instance, over 70% of
school-age youth reported being a bystander to bullying within the past
month (Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O’Brennan, 2007). Thus, bullying is not sim-
ply a behavioral problem that is ascribed to bullies or an interpersonal (or
intrapersonal) problem that plagues victims. Instead, it is best thought of as
a relationship problem in which bullies, victims, and peers all play a role.
Some students may perpetrate the bullying, while bystanders either directly
assist or reinforce the bullying behavior.Providing an audience for bullying
by standing around and watching or laughing can also encourage and pro-
long bullying. However, intervening to stop the bullying or to defend the
victim can effectively hinder the behavior.For this reason, school-based pre-
vention programs have been developed to encourage bystanders to take
a more active role in intervening to defend victims of bullying, and meta-
analysis provides some support for the efficacy of these programs (Polanin,
Espelage, & Pigott, 2012).

The promise of these programs highlights the need to better understand
the role of peers and to further integrate new knowledge about the social
processes that contribute to bullying into the next generation of bullying
intervention programs. A complex array of individual and group factors helps
determine whether a bystander will intervene to assist or defend the target
of bullying (Espelage, Green, & Polanin, 2012; Salmivalli, 2010). Younger
and female youth may be more likely to defend a victim of bullying than
older or male youth.Empathy, moral competency, and a sense of personal
responsibility might also be associated with defending behavior. At the same
time, these individual characteristics interact with group norms to impact the
likelihood that bystanders will effectively intervene (Espelage et al., 2012).
Thus, it appears that the recent surge of scholarship on peers’ behavior is
pointing to a complex interaction between individual differences and peer
group dynamics as explanatory variables.

Unfortunately, this research is based almost exclusively on study designs
that present participants with hypothetical vignettes (Espelage et al., 2012).
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The Future of Bullying Research 291

It is not clear whether self-reported actions in hypothetical situations
generalize to actual behavior and situations.As a result, many questions
remain to be addressed through observational or other “real-time” assess-
ments, such as: (a) How does students’ willingness to intervene correlate
with actual behavior in a bullying situation?; (b) Which peer behaviors are
most effective in reducing bullying? (c); and What individual and peer-
level predictors are associated with peers’ efficacy in minimizing or stopping
bullying?

The Intersection of Bullying and Mental Health

Bullying is a complex problem that affects, and is affected by, other aspects
of children’s lives. Involvement in bullying, both for bullies and for victims,
is related to mental health issues (Copeland, Wolke, Angold, & Costello,
2013), although studies that distinguish causal from indicator models (as
in the study of peer rejection) are rare. The extant literature has linked
involvement in bullying with mental health diagnoses, such as autism spec-
trum disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, anxiety disorders, and
depressive disorders (Rose, Monda-Amaya, & Espelage, 2011).Some chil-
dren, for example, have personal characteristics—such as disabilities—that
make them particularly vulnerable to bullying others or being bullied. For
example, children on the autism spectrum are at increased risk for being
bullied, and children with Asperger’s are at even greater risk than their
lower functioning peers. This may be due, in part, to their participation
in inclusion programs, which can increase their exposure to typically devel-
oping peers who may disproportionately target them (Zablotsky, Bradshaw,
Anderson, & Law, 2012). Bullies may also have mental health needs. For
example, bully perpetration may be symptomatic of youth diagnosed with
conduct disorder (e.g., callous unemotional, moral disengagement). More
research is also needed to better understand the types of supports that chil-
dren with mental health diagnoses need to prevent bullying before it occurs
and to assist them in coping and responding to bullying episodes with-
out escalating the risk for behavioral, social, academic, or mental health
consequences.

There is also growing recognition of the potential immediate and long-
term impacts of bullying on mental and behavioral health (Copeland et al.,
2013; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010; Ttofi et al., 2012);
these impacts are often true for perpetrators as well as victims, and are
especially salient among youth who are involved in bullying as both a vic-
tim and a perpetrator (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Goldweber, & Johnson, 2013).
The breadth and potential severity of adjustment outcomes that can accom-
pany bullying are cause for concern, particularly when illustrated by vivid
media anecdotes that highlight severe adjustment problems for harassed
youth.
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For example, recent national attention to the issue of bullying has,
in some instances, focused on particular cases of suicide. Whereas there
are some correlational data linking involvement in bullying with suicidal
ideation, recent longitudinal studies have shown these associations to be
more complex and often due to underlying mental health concerns as well as
gender-based variability (Copeland et al., 2013). Recent longitudinal studies
have found that even after controlling for preexisting mental health prob-
lems, bullying was associated with greater risk for suicidal thoughts (see
Copeland et al., 2013). Yet, the epidemiologic research generally suggests
that the main predictor of suicidal ideation, suicidal attempts, and suicidal
completion is a diagnosis of major depressive disorder (Holma et al., 2010).
Therefore, one way to conceptualize the complex connection between bully-
ing and suicidality is to view bullying as a stressful life circumstance; bullying
may trigger a major depressive episode, which might then be expressed as
suicidality (Winsper, Lereya, Zanarini, Wolke, & Wolke, 2012). Further, expo-
sure to details of a suicide can lead some vulnerable individuals to perceive
that it is somehow acceptable to commit suicide related to bullying (Romer,
Jamieson, & Jamieson, 2006). It is imperative that we continue to use research
designs that will enable parsing out the effects of bullying from the effects
of other risk factors and that will identify risk or protective factors that might
moderate the mental health effects of involvement in bullying.

CONCLUSIONS

Future research on bullying must involve attention to issues of measurement;
consideration of status, power, and variability by demographic indicators;
and exploration of important substantive questions, such as questions about
peers and mental health. Addressing these goals requires utilizing method-
ologies that will enable researchers to unearth the complex psychological
and social influences that fuel bullying behavior. These methods include
tools for identifying children who bully and those who are targets (or both)
and for linking the perpetrator with their specific targets; longitudinal studies
that allow for consideration of developmental and temporal issues; designs
that enable researchers to isolate causal factors; and approaches that facilitate
the study of peer processes.

The significance of advancing bullying research comes in the sub-
sequent ability to apply knowledge to policy, educational practices, and
intervention approaches. Looking toward the next generation of bullying
research, the aim of this article was to guide funders and researchers by
providing a brief overview of some key issues that are central to moving the
field to the next level. With additional attention to these and other important
research issues, we hope to see the results translated to create more peaceful
social environments where all individuals can thrive.
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