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School bullying 
 
 
Sustained and repeated aggressive 
behaviour (physical, verbal, indirect) 
perpetrated by one or more students 
against a vulnerable peer, who is unable to 
defend. 

 Intentionality 
 

 Repetition 
 

 Unbalance of power 



Bullying is a group phenomenon 
 
 
 Assistants (help the perpetrator) 

 
 Reinforces (laugh when bullying happens) 

 
 Outsiders or passive bystanders  
    (shy away; do not take sides) 

 
 Defenders (help the target) 

 
 



 Risk of defending: 
 
 Social status 

 
 Becoming the next target of bullying 

 Features of defending behaviour 
 

 Prosocial behaviour 
 

 High levels of empathic concern 
 

 High likeability  
 
 
 

Defending Behaviour 

[Caravita, Di Blasio & Salmivalli, 2009] 



Association between defending and: 
 
 Psychosomatic complaints 
 Anger 
 Academic difficulties 

 
 
 

 Aims of this study 
 

 To investigate the association between defending behaviour and various 
problem behaviours (e.g., emotional symptoms; conduct problems; etc.) 

 
 

[Lambe, Hudson, Craig & Pepler, 2017]  

The dark side of defending 



Method 

Sample 
 
 208 Italian early adolescents (50% girls) 
 Mage = 12.28; sd = .92 (age range 11-15) 

 
 
 
Design 
 
 Cross-sectional design 
 Quantitative data 
 



 
 
 4 items assessing defending behaviour 
                                
                                        
 

 Sample items: 
 
 

“In your class, who is more often helping and consoling the classmates who are excluded and left out?” 
 
“In your class, who is more often defending the classmates who are beaten up or attacked?”  
 
 

[Pozzoli, Gini & Vieno, 2012]  

Peer nominations 



 
 25 items self-rated – 11-17 years-old version 

 
 
 FIVE SUBSCALES: 

 
 Prosocial behaviour  - “I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset or feeling ill” 

 
 Conduct problems - “I fight a lot. I can make other people do what I want” 

 
 Hyperactivity - “I am easily distracted, I find it difficult to concentrate” 

 
 Emotional Symptoms  -  “I get a lot of headaches, stomach-aches or sickness” 

 
 Peer problems - “I am usually on my own. I generally play alone or keep to 

myself” 
 

1. Not true - 2. Somewhat true - 3. Certainly true  

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 

[Goodman, 1997]  



Results1 

***p˂.001; **p˂.01; *p˂.05;  

Correlations 
Variable  M (sd) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Defending .16(.14) - .33*** -.24** -.14 .12 -.14* 

2. Prosocial 
Behaviour 

2.57(.35) -.32*** -.31*** .06 -.03 

3.  Conduct 
problems 

 1.44(.33) .57*** .34*** .30*** 

4.  Hyperact. 1.68(.46) .39*** .26*** 

5. Emotional 
symptoms 

1.53(.44) .37*** 

6.  Peer 
problems 

 1.37(.36) - 



Defending behaviour 

Predictors R2 β 95% CI 

Step 1  .26** 

Gender .26*** [.04, .12] 

Age .01 [-.02, .02] 

Step 2 .46*** 

Gender .17* [.01, .09] 

Age .07 [-.01, .03] 

Prosocial behaviour .24** [.04, .16] 

Conduct problems -.22 [-.17, -.02] 

Hyperactivity .03 [-.04, .06] 

Emotional 
Symptoms 

.19* [.01, .12] 

Peer problems -.12 [-.11, .01] 

Boy=1; Girl= 2; ***p˂.001; **p˂.01; *p˂.05;  

Results2 
Hierarchical Regression Analyses 



Discussion 

 Defending → prosocial behaviour, which comes with an emotional cost 
 
 
 

 Bullying as an interpersonal traumatic event  → Emotional symptoms 
 
 
 

 Longitudinal studies to establish causal relationships 
 

 
 



Intervention programs 

 
 

 Intervene on school climate and change peer group norms → defending 
should not be an heroic act 

 
 
 Support students who defend their peers  

 
 

 Italy: National Action Plan for the prevention of bullying and cyberbullying 
at school → specific action against bullying (e.g., national day against bullying), 
but NO national anti-bullying program 



Thank you! 

angela.mazzone@dcu.ie 
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