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School bullying research

My research mission: combat school bullying worldwide!

In Finland, schools have legal obligation to have an anti-bullying policy.
Over 90% of schools implement anti-bullying program (KiVa or Olweus).

But: schools vary largely in implementation of these programs 
(Herkama et al., 2024).



The Problem of School Bullying

Definition of school bullying:

“It is bullying when someone is intentionally and repeatedly hurt. It is 
difficult for the bullied person to defend themselves. Bullying can be: 
saying mean things, calling nasty names, leaving someone outside the 
group, hitting, pushing, telling mean things or telling lies, other acts 
that offend another. It is also bullying when a pupil is repeatedly teased 
in a mean and offensive way. Friendly and playful teasing is not 
bullying, nor when two roughly equally strong pupils argue or fight.”



The Problem of School Bullying

1 out of 10 children repeatedly bullied at school
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Risks & Rewards of Defending



1) Is it safe to defend victims of bullying?

2) Numbers: How often is bullying a group process? And how often are youth 
being defended?

3) Who is being defended?

4) Can bystanders stop bullying?

5) Does defending make victims feel better?

Q & A

Key questions
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Peer Defending

Recent work has shown: 

Defending is typically safe behavior for defenders!!
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Key findings SOLID Project: 
Does it help victims of bullying to be defended?!

Identify Success factors that 
Optimize the Long-term Impact of 
Defending (SOLID) on decreasing 
bullying and improving victims’ 
psychological adjustment.



The SOLID Project: data collected 

Solid Survey: 
n = 6,470 Finnish 
4th – 9th grade students from 51 schools

SOLID SURVEY

W1: September
W2: January
W3: April
Cohort 1: 2022-2023, 
Cohort 2: 2023-2024



The SOLID Project: data collected 

Solid Survey: 
n = 6,470 Finnish 
4th – 9th grade students from 51 schools

-------------------------------------------------------
Solid Daily:
N = 1,669 7th to 9th grade students from 
31 schools, about 10 days (but some 
more!)

&
SOLID DAILY                    

 

SOLID SURVEY SOLID DAILY

W1: September
W2: January
W3: April
Cohort 1: 2022-2023, 
Cohort 2: 2023-2024

10 schooldays in January 
Cohort 1: 2023
Cohort 2: 2024



Measures

Developed measure to assess being defended

- bully-oriented ways (5 items)

- Victim-oriented ways (3 items)

- Teacher (1 item)

- In survey: administered among all classmates. Prompt: The past few months, 
when someone was mean to you or bullied you… (1=yes, 0= no, -99= not appl).

- In daily diary: only administered among students who had experienced some 
level of peer aggression / bullying that day



Key question 2: Prevalences

How often is bullying a group process?

Answer: 
Daily: in 35% of episodes, bystanders present!

Across months: about 80% of students indicated that a bystander either helped them or joined 
bullying
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Key question 2: Prevalences

How often is bullying a group process?

Answer: 
Daily: in 35% of episodes, bystanders present!

Across months: about 80% of students indicated that a bystander 
either helped them or joined bullying

Fact:

1. Students report on average 3.22 bullies (30% reports 1 bully in class).  



Key question 2: Prevalences

How often are victims of bullying defended by their 
peers?
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Daily: if there are witnesses, in about 50% of the cases

Across months: about 75% of victimized students indicated that a bystander helped them 
(provided support, or defended them)

Facts:

1. Students are often helped in various ways simultaneously (3 ways)

2. On average, students nominate 2 defenders
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Types of support/defending

Item-based percentage of victims* indicating that they were defended in January (n = 1303 victims)
*Victimization based on scoring at least once or twice on at least one of five specific items

•  



Key finding 2: Victims are quite often 
defended!
• Bullying is a group process (but not necessarily every day!)

• So perhaps it is important to also target the days without bystanders – how 
can bullying stopped on those days? Would it for instance help to also teach children how to 
stand up for themselves? 

• Victims of bullying are quite often defended by their peers!
• Perhaps quite often, defending does occur in ’negative ways’ – what might be 

optimal ways to help victims? 



Key question 3: Who is being defended?

75% of victims are being defended. So 1 out of 4 lacks defenders…
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75% of victims are being defended. So 1 out of 4 lacks defenders…

For teachers it may be useful to know who these non-defended victims 
are!



Key question 3: Who is being defended?

75% of victims are being defended. So 1 out of 4 lacks defenders…

What characteristics may these non-defended victims have?

Laninga-Wijnen, L., Garandeau, C. G., & Salmivalli (accepted). 
Which victims of bullying are being defended and how? The 
role of victimization intensity and victims’ adjustment. Journal 
of School Psychology. 



Key question 3: Who is being defended?

Figure 1. Theoretical model explaining why victimization intensity and victims’ adjustment may predict being defended in bully- and victim-oriented ways.



Key question 3: Who is being defended?

Being defended/receiving 
support

Victimization intensity

Psychological problems

Number of friends

Popularity

Victims’ own 
bullying/defending

Assertiveness
What will be the key factors?
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Key question 3: Who is being defended?

Receiving support

Victimization intensity

Psychological problems

Number of friends

Popularity

Victims’ own 
bullying/defending

Assertiveness
Fact:
Girls and younger children are more likely to be defended and 
receive support than boys and older children.



Key finding 4: Socially emotionally vulnerable 
youth are less likely to be defended!
• So, those who need it the most, seem to be ”abandoned” by their 

peers

• How could students be stimulated to also defend these victims? 



Key question 4: Can bystanders stop bullying?

What do you think?

Laninga-Wijnen, L., Yanagida, T., & Garandeau, C. F. (in press). 
Does defending help? The role of peer defending in reducing 
bullying victimization and enhancing victim’s psychological 
adjustment. Developmental Psychology.



Key question 4: Can bystanders stop bullying?

What do you think?

Short answer: no.

Laninga-Wijnen, L., Yanagida, T., & Garandeau, C. F. (in press). 
Does defending help? The role of peer defending in reducing 
bullying victimization and enhancing victim’s psychological 
adjustment. Developmental Psychology.



Key question 4: Can bystanders stop bullying?

Previous work on effectiveness of being defended: mostly cross-
sectional

Only one previous longitudinal study - detected limited effects 
(Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023). We expand on this study by focusing on: 

1) Within-person effects (Latent Change Score Models)

2) Bully- and victim-oriented defending

3) Number of defenders

4) Interactions with gender and age



Key question 4: Can bystanders stop bullying?

Being defended & victimization
In contrast to our hypothesis, results indicated that being defended was 
unrelated to within-person changes in victimization. These results were 
consistent across 
1) types of being defended, i.e., being defended in general, in bully- and 

victim-oriented ways; 
2) the categorical indicator of being defended and the number of 

defenders; 
3) timepoints, i.e., change in victimization from T1-T2 and from T2-T3 

respectively. 

Barely interaction effects (only 2)



Who defends whom?

Richters, S., Van Zalk, M., Veenstra, R., & Laninga-Wijnen, L. (submitted). No Evidence that defending 
reduces bullying victimization among adolescents: A social network study. 



Who defends whom?

Does the effectiveness of defending in reducing victimization depend on 
defenders’ or victims’ popularity?

Short answer: no.



Who defends whom?

Does the effectiveness of defending in reducing victimization depend on 
defenders’ or victims’ popularity?

Short answer: no.

But: networks are very sparse, so hard to obtain convergence!



Key finding 4: Bystanders cannot stop bullying

Long answer: 

1) Defended victims and non-defended victims both decrease in 
victimization over time, equally strongly

2) Even popular defenders do not seem to be capable of stopping the 
bullies

3) Teachers’ belief that bystanders can stop victimization? 

       -> 85% of 100 teachers: sometimes, or a little bit



Key question 5: Does defending make victims 
feel better?



Key question 5: Does defending make victims 
feel better?
Stress-buffer theories of social support (Cohen & Will, 1986)

Transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984)

Support can affect primary and secondary appraisals of stressful 
situations



Key question 5: Does defending make victims 
feel better?
1) Short-term: Do victims feel better on days that they are defended 

than on days that they are non-defended?

2) Long-term: Do defended victims develop fewer psychological 
problems than non-defended victims?



Key answer 5: Does defending make victims 
feel better?
1) Short-term: Victims feel better on days that they are defended than 

on days that they are non-defended

Laninga‐Wijnen, L., Pouwels, J. L., Giletta, M., & Salmivalli, 
C. (2024). Feeling better now? Being defended diminishes 
daily mood problems and self‐blame in victims of 
bullying. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 94(4), 
1294-1322.



Key answer 5: Does defending make victims 
feel better?
1) Long-term: Do defended victims develop fewer psychological 

problems than non-defended victims?

No clear evidence…

Laninga-Wijnen, L., Yanagida, T., & Garandeau, C. F. (in press). 
Does defending help? The role of peer defending in reducing 
bullying victimization and enhancing victim’s psychological 
adjustment. Developmental Psychology.

Laninga-Wijnen, L., van den Berg, Y. H., Garandeau, C. F., 
Mulder, S., & de Castro, B. O. (2023). Does being defended 
relate to decreases in victimization and improved 
psychosocial adjustment among victims?. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 115(2), 363-375.



Key answer 5: Does defending make victims feel 
better?

Cross-sectionally: better adjusted. But longitudinal effects: more limited than 
often assumed.

Why no longitudinal role? 

NO RCT -> DEFENDING IS NOT RANDOM

1) Effects of being defended may occur more instantly (see daily diary study)

2) Ceiling effects 

3) Opposing cognitive mechanisms cancel each other out

4) Defending enacted in suboptimal ways

5) Benefits of being defended may depend on who is defending or context
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Conclusion

1) Defending is quite prevalent

2) But socially emotionally vulnerable youth are often not defended

3) Defending cannot stop bullying

4) But it can elevate victims’ psychological plight a bit

5) And defenders themselves reap social-emotional benefits!

How to integrate these insights into a component about defending?

What new studies are necessary to better understand benefits of 
being defended?!



Future directions

1) Perspective of the bullies: why does defending not deter them?

2) Deeper insight to effectiveness of defending for different types of 
victimization (including cybervictimization)

3) Reveal consequences of defending for youth in more vulnerable 
positions (e.g., LGBQT+; Learning difficulties)

4) Examine consequences of defending for defenders from network 
perspective (replicate work of Huitsing et al., 2014)



Q & A
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