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having less power (Hymel & Swearer, 2015). Let’s discuss these three aspects of bullying 
in more detail (Goodstein, 2013):

•• Intentional—Behaviors that are done on accident cannot be considered bullying. 
For example, a child who sincerely forgets to invite the new student to his or her 
birthday party is not engaging in bullying behavior.

•• Repetition—Behaviors that only occur once do not constitute bullying. The cumula-
tive effect of repeatedly being harmed is important in understanding bullying.

•• Power—The bully has some real or perceived power over the victim, which may 
exist due to age, size, social status, or some other strength or quality of value.

Scholars have reviewed the large body of research on bullying and concluded that 
approximately 10% to 40% of students report being the victim of bullying (Baly, Cornell, & 
Lovegrove, 2014; Finkelhor, Turner, Ormord, & Hamby, 2010). The rates vary depending 
on age, as well as how bullying is defined. For example, although peer aggression begins 
as early as preschool, bullying is most prevalent during middle school. In addition, research-
ers found that boys were more likely to report being perpetrators than girls, whereas girls 
were more likely to report being the victims of bullying than boys (Ayenibiowo & Akenbode, 
2011; Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010).

Knowing bullying occurs somewhat frequently doesn’t help teachers identify bully-
ing behavior. Bullying occurs in many forms. Some are quite obvious, such as physical 
aggression, and other forms are very difficult to notice, such as relational aggression. 
Physical aggression is defined as behaviors that intend to harm 
another physically. Relational aggression refers to behaviors spe-
cifically intended to damage another person’s friendships, social 
status, or feelings of inclusion in a peer group. Such behaviors 
include gossiping, rumor spreading, and excluding someone as 
a way to control them. Relational aggression can occur in phys-
ical space, such as the cafeteria, hallways, or classrooms, but 
it can also occur in cyberspace. Cyberbullying typically includes 
relational aggression via texts, e-mails, and social media. Some 
research suggests that students may be more likely to use 
cyberbullying when their teachers are viewed as highly capable 
of handling more direct forms of bullying (Elledge et al., 2013). 
In other words, students who find that their traditional modes 
of bullying will lead to negative consequences may turn to less 
direct methods such as cyberbullying.

Research suggests that during childhood and adolescence, 
boys are more likely to use overt, physical aggression, whereas girls 
are more likely to display relational aggression, especially during 
middle school (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Mathieson & Crick, 2010; 
Ostrov & Crick, 2007). Interestingly, some of the students who are 
most likely to use relational aggression are also very socially skilled. 
In fact, those with advanced social skills may be more effective in 
delivering threats of friendship withdrawal, excluding others from 
the peer group, or orchestrating rumor spreading (Adler & Adler, 
1998; Dijkstra, Lindenberg, Verhulst, Ormel, & Vennstra, 2009; 
Xie, Cairns, & Cairns, 2005). These advanced social skills allow 
these individuals to present themselves rather positively to adults. 

Aggression: See  
Module 4

Bullying. The movie Mean Girls provides numerous 
examples of relational aggression used to bully 
others.
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