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How can we prevent and reduce bullying amongst university students?

Carrie Anne Myers1a and Helen Cowie”
8City University London, UK
PRegents University London, UK

While it has long been recognized that bullyinguwscat school and in the workplace,
recent research confirms that bullying also takk&ep among university students,
including undergraduates, post-graduates and ddatesearch students. In the UK, the
National Union of Students (NUS) alerted staff atgdents to the issue in a series of
reports but it is not confined to the UK. Authamghe book edited by Cowie and Myers
(2016a, 2016b) present cross-national findings be theme of bullying among
university students (Pdrhola et al., 2016). In #miscle we discuss the urgent need for
interventions to prevent and reduce bullying irstbontext. We also indicate the areas
where little or no intervention is taking placetatay in the field of university policy.
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Introduction
Before we review the relatively small literature lmuilying among university students it is helpfol t
consider the much larger body of research into achollying (for a recent review of European reséain
the field of school bullying see Schultze-Krumbhetzal., 2015). The most widely-used definitionsohool
bullying is the one originally proposed by Olwe®893) which identifies three core components:
i.  Thereis an intent to harm or upset another student
ii.  The harmful behaviour is done repeatedly over time;
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iii. The relationship between bully/bullies and victimfims is characterized by an imbalance in
power.

Since then, researchers have identified differericebiow bullying is perceived and defined,
depending on the age of the child, young persadatt. Young children have less differentiated pecsives
on bullying and are more likely to focus on phykigallying rather than psychological or indirectllging
(Smith, Cowie, Olafsson, & Liefooghe, 2002). Furthere, there appear to be wide cultural differerioes
how bullying is defined, interpreted, encouragedd@couraged by children and young people (Currie,
Zanotti, Morgan, & Currie, 2012) and by adultshe twvorkplace (Jacobson, Hood, & van Buren, 2014).

Again in the context of school bullying, Salmivgl#010; 2014) has highlighted tlecial nature of
bullying by identifying a range of participant reléhat go beyond the relationship between bully dotim
and locate bullying within the wider setting of pggoup dynamics as a whole. Salmivalli (2014) poiout
that, to a large extent, bullying is a social plraeaon since bystanders are usually present dunirgpizode
of bullying, whether online or offline. These bystigrs often supply the bully with social rewardstsas
laughing and cheering at the victim’'s discomford d&rumiliation. In this way, whether wittingly or fdhe
bystanders reinforce the bullying behavior in threle as spectators of the ‘drama’. There arerabmu of
reasons why bystanders do not intervene to helpvitiems (Salmivalli, 2010). First, bullies are eit
perceived positively by the peer group so bystandanry that they may become victims themselvekaf/
intervene. Second, a form of bystander apathy soim® play since, if no-one else is interveninghep
bullied peers, there may be a perception that enity approve of the bullying behavior. Finaltiipse who
bully usually select vulnerable targets, such asd¢hwho have low status within the group so theag be
little perceived benefit in going to the assistamdethis particular peer. Salmivalli (2014) indieatthe
potential power that the bystanders have to redugeevent bullying since frequently they feel thatlying
is wrong. At the same time, Salmivalli et al. (1996und that around 17% of school pupils had the
participant role of defender. These were childrém fielt empathy for victims and wished to do sorimegho
support them. Salmivalli argues that it may in fagtmore productive to mobilize the peer groupemathan
try to change the bullies, as she and her colleajage done successfully in schools in the FinKigfa
anti-bullying programme (see for example, Saarehi., 2014). Salmivalli’'s intervention to traigdtanders

in the use of safe strategies to help victimizegkpés also relevant to the context of bullyingiaiversity.

The nature and incidence of bullying at university

Bullying among university students takes many formsl includes such behaviours as: spreading
nasty rumours on the grounds of race, disabiligndgr, religion and sexual orientation; ridiculing
demeaning a person; social exclusion; unwelcomeiatexdvances; stalking; threatening someone, either
directly or online; revealing personaiformation about a person that was shared in denfie (Cowie &
Myers, 2016a, 2016b). Taken in the context of thigersity setting, due to the age of the universttydents
(that is, they are young adults rather than chiljreome of these behaviours can be consideretkachime
within the UK as well as some other European caesita point we will return to later when we dischew
to deal with the problem. For the students whotlagetargets of such bullying behaviours, the eepee is
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unpleasant and distressing in the short term. Hewdar some there are longer term negative coresemps
for their mental health and their academic career.

The need to take account of the social contextahiith bullying takes place is emerging in the
studies of bullying among university students.lime with Salmivalli’s (2014) findings, Pérhéla @t (2016),
in a pioneering ongoing cross-cultural study ofyong at universities in Argentina, Finland, Estemind US,
found some commonalities across countries. The masimon type of bullying was reported by women
students in all four countries in the form of uniiisd criticism, belittling or humiliation relatetb studies.
Male students in Finland and Estonia reported #liglower rates of bullying of this type. Howevdry
contrast, male students in Argentina reported titatmost frequent types of bullying involved abusame-
calling and threats, while their US counterparfsoreed mocking or criticism related to personal ltjies
(appearance, religion or social class). In conhtiaschool where high-flyers are often the taébullying,
university students in all four countries reportieat it was academically weak students who werittleel for
their lack of achievement. Studies like these iatdicthe necessity of viewing bullying in its soc#ld
cultural context and in the unique setting of timversity whereby it is an adult environment whpeople
have chosen to study.

A number of surveys have investigated the diffematiés and patterns that bullying at university
takes but it is difficult to say with any certaintyhat the incidence of bullying among universitydsnts
actually is as there are wide variations in regbnpeevalence rates and to whom the incident has bee
reported, for example, to another authority sucthaspolice rather than to the university itselfiete are a
number of possible explanations for the discrepenici the reported rates of bullying in the différstudies.
Researchers differ in the criteria they use, faneple, whether the participant was bullied oncecavor
more frequently, or whether the bullying occurrexing the last week, the last month, the last terithe last
year. Definitions vary and some studies only fognsyberbullying rather than on bullying in genef@dme
studies differentiate amongst programmes of stuea,awith medical and nursing students appearing to
suffer the highest rates of bullying. For examgiarley, Coyne, Sprigg, Axtell, and Subramanian 801
found around 50% of medical students reported beygrbullied during their training. This could dee to
the competitive nature of medical degrees and ulldvde interesting to see how these bullying behagi
continue into the medical profession. By contreappalainenMerildinen, Puhakka and Sinkkong011) in
a survey of 2,805 Finnish students found that &Btyreported being bullied by a fellow student enember
of staff. Around half of victims and half of petpgors had been involved in bullying at school,ickh

demonstrates the continuity of bullying behaviduosn one stage in life to the next.

Cyberbullying

More recently, cyberbullying has emerged as a pimemon at both school and university levels.
Like traditional face-to-face bullying, cyberbulhyg involves the deliberate intent to hurt a persppersons
through the electronic transmission of messagesirandes which target the victim(s) repeatedly diree
(Kyriacou and Zuin, 2016). There is a large ovebapneen face-to-face bullying and cyberbullyingthofor
bullies and victims. Cyberbullying potentially okges a much larger audience (through, for exanspleal
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networking sites) and postings can be viewed repgat with extremely disturbing consequences fa th
targets, including insomnia, depression, anxietycidal thoughts, self-harm and, in rare casescidai
(Sourander et al., 2010). The anonymity of the dyblky is a powerful component. Kyriacou and Zuin
(2016) argue that this anonymity results in degemasion of prosocial values and empathy towardstlzer
person and ultimately in a process of moral disgageent since the cyberbully does not meet facade-f
with his/her target. Thus there is less likelihabdt the cyberbully will experience social disapgoor
intervention on the part of bystanders.

In the context of university, Zalaquett and Chat{@014), investigated cyberbullying among 608 US
university students (149 males and 459 femaleg), fannd that 14% reported being cyberbullied 1 to 3
times; 2.6% 4 to 6 times; 2% 7-10 times; additibnaP8% reported having a friend who had been
cyberbullied. In a survey of cyberbullying amongaemple of 254 Turkish university students (73 saled
173 females) (8 did not reveal their gender) (Akbw& Eristi, 2011), the most frequent instances ever
blocking in instant messaging programmes (42%)itiny people to social applications that includexsgjp
or inappropriate chat (34.7%); sending message®smg religious or political views (25.6%); cursing
people (25.8%); excluding people from online groyps%); hiding identity (21.6%). In this study, the
researchers found no effect with regard to agegrarame of study or extent of internet use. By @sif in a
survey of cyberbullying among 1,733 Canadian umsigrstudents (26% male and 74% female) (Faucher,
Jackson, & Cassidy, 2014), strong gender differeeoeerged. The overall prevalence of cyberbullyinigne
past 12 months was 24.1%, to include being bubligdnother student they knew, another person tliegat
know and a faculty member. Despite the variatiorpievalence rates, all of the studies highlight th
bullying and cyberbullying is a very real problemdathat there appears to be no centralised pobcy t
understand or tackle the problem. In the nextiseatie explore the social and cultural contextsvhiich
bullying at university is most likely to flourisimé return to the boundaries between bullying aidesrmore

specifically hate crime.

Gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation aspectsubfying

Within the UK, the National Union of Students (NU®3presenting the voice of all students enrolled
at university) became increasingly concerned al@itaviours that were happening on a daily basis on
university campuses up and down the country witle Ior no guidance for action from the authoritidswas
NUS that began to flag up the need for bullyingp¢oaddressed after the students themselves raisedros.
As a result, NUS carried out surveys and focus ggaato incidents of bullying, discrimination andté
crime. (NUS, 2010; NUS, 2014; Phipps & Young, 2013)

One survey that NUS commissioned identified a caltfladdishnessat UK universities (Phipps &
Young, 2013). Laddishness was defined as:

...a pack mentality evident in activities such asrspmd heavy alcohol consumption and

‘banter’ which was often sexist, misogynist and lphobic. It was also thought to be

sexualised and to involve the objectification ofrmen and at its extremes rape supportive
attitudes and sexual harassment and violence (P&ipfoung, 2013, p.53).
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According to this survey, bullying behaviour is erdded in a culture that glorifies violent,
disrespectful attitudes towards women with wideagrsexist and misogynist behaviours to include such
activities as initiation ceremonies designed to Hiate, ‘geeks and sluts’ parties, ‘slag and drpafities, the
sexual pursuit of female freshers (sometimes teriseal clubbing’) and ‘slut drops’ (where malesdsnts
offer female students a lift home but leave thertesnfrom their destination). There are also a remdd
websites that encourage offensive online sexistebariVhile most students claim to be tolerant ivkibity
as individuals, the pressure from the peer grouyp Ib@aso strong that it is difficult to stand up fectims of
bullying.

Another survey (NUS, 2014) found that 1 in 5 lesbigay and bi-sexual (LGB) students and 1 in 3
transgendered (T) students reported at least one dd bullying on campus; many reported that they ko
pass as ‘straight’ in order to protect themselvesnfhomophobia and transphobia. Similarly, Valesti
Wood and Plummer (2009) reported on the experien€é$SBT students and staff in universities. Insthi
study 49.5% of LGB students reported having beeatéd negatively by other students and 10.4% regbort
being treated negatively by their lecturers. Wherame to more serious incidents of physical aexlal
assault, 6.7% of LGB and 11.3% of Trans studeritstb@y had experienced physical abuse at the hainds
peers; 3.7% of LGB students and 8.6% of Trans kae@reenced sexual assault. Overall, one fifth oBLG
students and one third of Trans students said liadytaken time off from their studies due to thiesatment
at the hands of peers.

Simmons and colleagues (2016) in their study ofud8ergraduate students who were members of
fraternities or sororities revealed discriminata@ttitudes and behaviour towards fellow studentstion
grounds of ethnicity and sexual orientation. Iraliation, it appeared that minority groups formedit own
fraternities and sororities, so perpetuating ratthem resolving the discriminatory behaviour thaéyt
experienced. Again, Bjorklund (2016) reported tinaitversity students are more at risk of being stdlthan
other young people, with rates of 11% or over. Ehgsidies demonstrate the different forms thatylmgl
takes at university and also highlight the gendegdre of bullying at this level.

Disability and bullying: When bullying becomes deharime

Very little research has been done on the effeatt thving a disability has on bullying at univeysit
but there is qualitative evidence in the NUS susvieydemonstrate that disabled students face siteilals
of exclusion and discrimination as LGBT studentg:dy and McGuckin (2015) discuss the consisterdiriig
that, at school level, children with disabilitie® anuch more likely to be the targets of bullyinthis aspect
of bullying continues to be neglected in the regediterature on school bullying (McGuckin et £010) and
is scarcely mentioned as an issue at the levehioEtsity.

One potential reason for this omission could be tbaattack someone on the grounds of their
disability is against the law and would become iaicral issue rather than an internal matter wittiie
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university. According to the UK government serviegsl information Websitze “crimes committed against
someone because of their disability, gender-idgntéce, religion or belief, or sexual orientatiare hate
crimes and should be reported to the police” (2@Hsa. 1). Hate crimes can include; threateningbielr;
assault; robbery; damage to property; inciting stie commit hate crimes; harassment.

The definition of hate crime parallels the defimits of bullying. However, if an individual
experiences such attacks on a university campusuise they are adults they may choose to involee th
police. Thus a ‘bullying’ matter can easily becoaneriminal matter. If it is under investigation the police,
the university cannot act until the police inveatign is completed and relevant outcomes are reladrtes
highlights the argument that understanding theasacintext of the university is crucial if we ameunravel
its complexities. At school young people are poe&slagainst the authority and rules of the schil.
university, where the students are young adultsims have freedom to choose which authority dedtls a
problem and, if the target feels the universitysinet have the power to intervene, or if they feelarrants
the police and intervention of the law, there is fteedom to report the matter outside the unitsersThere
is a growing literature on the relationship betweargeted violence and hate crime on the ground of
disability (see ClementBrohan, Sayce, Pool, & Thornicrpfe011) but research that takes account of the

context of the university has yet to be carried out

Interventions

There clearly is a need to highlight the problenboltying at university. We are not suggesting that
everyone who goes to university is going to be iwed in bullying and the majority of students whthve a
contented and successful time for the duratiorheirtstudies. Nonetheless, as the research indjcttere
are groups of vulnerable people who might think ti@versity is not going to be like school or eglé and
such behaviours do not exist. But they do. Andtagiias need to be implemented to help everyonewvdéal
the problem. There are a number of interventibas have been shown to have some impact in aliegia
the distress of bullying.

Peer supportsome pioneering work has already been done ivewsities, in particular through the
voluntary work of students in a variety of peer o roles, such as telephone counselling, anddmefing
new students in halls of residence. Well-desigpedr support systems at primary and secondary kchoo
levels have been shown to be effective in allengathe suffering of victims of bullying (Cowie, 2D The
most effective systems seem to be those that abeduhed in a whole school policy (Salmivalli, 2014).
Similarly, it would seem that peer support systamgniversity level would benefit greatly from bgipart of
a university-wide policy to reduce and prevent¥ialj. Unfortunately, this overall commitment to aglssing
the issue of bullying amongst students is not extidlemost universities (Campbell, 2016; Sullivan16).

Furthermore, universities need more systems inegladdentify the issue at an early stage and have
clear lines of communication for reporting it. Tiitroduction of a peer support system which focuses

bullying and student conduct would help. Giovazliand Malikiosi-Loizos (2016) document the

2
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development of peer support systems at Athens Uhbityewhere students are trained in empathy, active
listening as well as basic communication and cdlingeskills to address such issues as adjustneectiiege

life, separation from family, loneliness and redaghips. Yet despite their effectiveness, suchegystare
scarcely implemented in other European universities

Counselling support and staff trainingtudent health services are alert to the outcorhésiltying
(Luca, 2016) but they are already overstretchedhbyvariety of problems that students face whenihea
home for the first time to make the transition fresghool to university. In the context of sexuallyinl,
Luca (2016) argues that more staff training is ssagy to help tutors and lecturers listen to sttedend offer
appropriate support. The majority of universitievé a personal tutor system but there is no trgifon the
lecturers and little guidance on how to deal witliying, if it is even reported. There is clearlyneed for
more resources to provide adequate care for thgetgrof bullying and to recognise the problem.
Furthermore, there is a need to heighten awaresr@ssmg staff and students of the potentially danwgin
effects that bullying can have on both targets @ergetrators. But this would require involvementlo@ part
of staff and students across the university.

Anti-bullying policies and legal sanctionanti-bullying policies exist in some universitiast Istudent
perception is that the authorities provide veriieiprotection (Rivers, 2016). Kenworthy (2010),a US
survey of victims of cyberbullying, found that ma#it not report it; only 14% found that their cormipi
resulted in disciplinary action against the peruetr. University authorities appear to be hampdgd
perceptions that bullying is just a prank thatas to be taken seriously; there is little evidefamenationwide
policies across universities. Campbell (2016) nee@ policies in 20 Australian universities and fduhat
only 7 specifically mentioned bullying. In the mafg, the policy was not prominent on their websiied
was hard to find, indicating a lack of commitmemptevention and intervention. Where policies edsthey
tended to be embedded in health and safety foraraglstaff rather than for students.

According to Campbell (2016), the lack of polictesaddress bullying is a potential time bomb if a
bullied student should take the university to caurtthe grounds of the university’s failure indhsty of care
or the infringement of the student’s right to bieilamember of the university community. Within wersities
there is more emphasis on safety of staff thartuafents, with very little acknowledgement of theguuial
harm (physical and psychological) that bullyingjtendifferent forms, can cause the student pojariat

It is essential to consider systemic influencedoltying that may be embedded in the culture of the
university. Shariff and DeMartini (2016), in comfiation of the NUS surveys, argue that cyberbullyieg.
posting offensive material online) appears to beted in a laddish culture typified by such bullying
behaviour as slut-shaming as a mechanism for sogdubmen as well as LGBT students. As they arthee,
behaviour is the symptom, not the root of the probl From this perspective, it is essential to wapr
public/legal education about the differences amémegdom of speech, free expression, safety, privacy
protection and regulation. There is a fine balapcatt between protection and over-regulation betwee
public and private spaces and between freedomesfcspand censorship, especially in a setting tludiégses
actively to encourage discussion, debate and id€ase again there is no consistency in the deveatop

and implementation of anti-bullying policies at ban international and European level.
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Conclusion

Overall, we argue, universities as unique orgaiusatneed to have much greater awareness of the
emotional, social and cognitive risks to the studsdy of bullying at university, because in exteeoases
where students drop out of their studies altogethes has an enormous impact on their future casavell
as their emotional health and well-being. Rathantdenying the problem, as seems to be the casessnt
with lack of coherent policy, it is essential foriwersity authorities to engage in an open prooésialogue
and debate if any progress is to be made (for eugsion of the practical ways in which this miglet b
achieved, see Sullivan, 2016). There is also a fieedniversities to put in place a range of system
address the issue, such as counselling resoureessppport as well as systems for promoting enypatil
inclusion across the university. Such intervergisshould take account of up-to-date psychological
knowledge about the importance of positive soodéitionships during the critical lifespan transitifsom
adolescence to adulthood that the majority of umdeluate students are undergoing. In extreme cHues,
universities should be alert to the need for mar@eustanding of the point at which sanctions arduese to
the law should be in place since some of the negaghaviour, such as bullying on the grounds sdildlity,
is actually illegal and a hate crime. Studentsstaff should be given training and made awareltémsuch
important boundaries are being crossed.

At present, interventions to address bullying deegmeal and vary from one university to another. |
is essential to take the issue seriously if unitiessare genuinely committed to the well-being asddemic
achievement of their students. All institutionsvéandividuals who are vulnerable in some way and
universities are no exception. Unfortunately, theveevidence for some continuity in being a targét
bullying or a perpetrator from school to univergiBorhéla, 2016). It is highly likely that thisrminuity will
persist into the workplace (Coyne, 2016). Cleavly need to have greater understanding of the eses
through which individuals integrate or fail to igtate into the networks of the student communityefare to
prevent such cruel and discriminatory behavioumflantinuing unchecked.

The interventions need to be grounded in more atelknowledge about the extent and nature of the
phenomenon, to include large scale surveys of imgllgnd cyberbullying amongst university studeistsvall
as smaller-scale, in-depth qualitative studies.eBeh into the problem could be part of wider conde
address bullying across the lifespan from schdwough university to the workplace. Universitiepegsent
pay lip-service to inclusion but, as the reseatdws, everyday life for many students who are wabke or
culturally different or who do not fit in some way unbearable. Universities need to be consideratuye
proactive in promoting a culture of tolerance amel telebration of diversity rather than the tacitegptance
of practices and behaviours that are rooted inugdre¢ and small-minded pressures to conform. Likero
organisations, universities have a duty of caraltetudents, staff and visitors to the campuswa&sargue not
everyone is experiencing bullying on campus buttfmse that are there is a serious problem thandsg

needs to be addressed.
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