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EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL BULLYING IN NORTHERN IRELAND: 

DATA FROM THE LIFE AND TIMES SURVEY

Conor Mc Guckin and Christopher Alan Lewis

ABSTRACT

Little is known about the levels of bully/victim behaviours in schools in Northern Ireland.  The aim of the present study was to supplement previous research findings from Northern Ireland by examining the self-reported experiences of school bullying among Northern Ireland children through data collected as part of the 1998 ‘Youth Life and Times Survey’.  A random sample of 397 12 to 17 year olds living throughout Northern Ireland were interviewed during 1998 and 1999.  As part of the larger survey, six questions were asked relating to experience of bullying behaviours and being a victim of such behaviours.  The findings suggests that the incidence of school bullying in Northern Ireland may be higher than those found in the rest of Ireland and the United Kingdom.  Furthermore the data supplements previous data among Northern Irish children employing alternate measures of bully/victim problems.

Despite theoretical and methodological issues surrounding the exploration of bully/victim problems, the international literature on bully/victim problems has reached a stage whereby it is possible to explore the nature, prevalence, and correlates of such problems from a cross-national perspective (see Smith, Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano, & Slee, 1999 for a review).  In their review of bully/victim problems in the Northern Ireland school system, Mc Guckin and Lewis (2003) note that whilst Northern Ireland may be geographically ‘close’ to countries with reported national data (i.e., Ireland, England, Wales, Scotland), it is also the case that Northern Ireland is culturally ‘distant’ from these countries.  Of particular note is the fact that Northern Ireland has endured the impact of over 35 years of violent ethno-political conflict.  As such, the study of aggressive behaviour in a region with an experience of cross community conflict and division provides a chance to appraise the possible role of socio-environmental factors in the development and expression of aggressive tendencies in children.  However, research exploring the nature, incidence, and correlates of bully/victim problems among Northern Ireland school pupils has been somewhat sporadic. 

Callaghan and Joseph (1995), utilising Neary and Joseph’s (1994) Peer Victimization Scale (PVS) and a single item ‘Are there any children who are bullied in the classroom?’, reported victimization rates among a mixed-sex sample of 120 10 to 12 year old pupils attending two post-primary schools in Northern Ireland.  Seventy pupils (58.33%), including 13 (10.83%) self-identified victims were mentioned by at least one of their peers as someone who was bullied.  The mean score of the 70 self-and peer-nominated victims on the PVS (Neary & Joseph, 1994) was significantly higher than the mean score for those pupils not identified as victims.  Indeed, the difference found between the mean score of the 13 self-identified victims and the mean score of the 50 pupils not identified as victims was even greater.  

Collins and Bell (1996) utilised Olweus’ (1989) Bully/Victim Questionnaire (BVQ) among a mixed sample of 118 8 to 10 years pupils from three Belfast primary schools.  Twenty-four per-cent (18% boys, 6% girls) of pupils were identified as bullies.  Comparable figures for victims, bully/victims, and bystanders were not reported.  They also reported a significant positive relationship between self-reports of bullying on the BVQ (Olweus, 1989) and peer-nominations given to bullies regarding aggressive-disruptive behaviour on the Revised Class Play method (a measure of social reputation; Masten, Morison, & Pellegrini, 1985).  Bullies also scored higher on all categories of the Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC: Harter, 1985) except for the Behavioural Conduct and Self-Competence sub-scales.  Indeed, it was reported that bullies scored lower on the Behavioural Conduct sub-scale than victims and bystanders.  Victims were reported to have had low levels of self-esteem on all sub-scales of the SPPC (Harter, 1985). 

Taylor (1996), also utilising the BVQ (Olweus, 1989), reported data from a study among a sample of 145 post-primary school pupils looking at the efficacy of Anti-Bullying Policies.  Twenty-two per-cent of the pupils in schools with Anti-Bullying Policies reported being bullied compared with 31% in the control schools with no policy in place.  However, chi-square analysis of the data found no statistically significant difference between policy and no-policy schools.  

Grant (1996) among 150 (82 boys, 68 girls) grade 6 primary school pupils, found that in response to the question: “Have you ever been bullied?”, 59.33% (n = 89; 68% of boys, 49% of girls) of the pupils responded that they had been bullied.  

The findings of Callaghan and Joseph (1995), Collins and Bell (1996), Taylor (1996), and Grant (1996) were limited due to the small sample sizes.  The work of Collins, Mc Aleavy, and Adamson (2002, 2004) sought to address this problem.

Collins et al. (2002, 2004), among a representative sample of 3,000 pupils from 120 schools (60 primary; 60 post-primary), found that 40.1% of primary students and 30.2% of post-primary students claimed to have been bullied during the period of the study (March 2000 - June 2000).  Indeed, 5% of the primary pupils and 2% of the post-primary pupils reported that they had suffered bullying for several years.  Regarding taking part in bullying others at school, this was reported by approximately a quarter (24.9%) of the primary pupils and 29% of the post-primary pupils.  Collins et al. (2002, 2004) also asserted that all of the evidence indicated that bullying was happening even in the best regulated schools, was not age or gender-specific, and was sometimes underplayed by the schools and teachers.

The aim of the present study was to examine the experiences of school bullying in Northern Ireland by examining data collected as part of the Young Life and Times Survey survey.  The YLT survey is carried out annually by ARK, the Northern Ireland Social and Political Archive (a joint project by the two Northern Ireland universities, University of Ulster and Queen’s University of Belfast: ARK, 1998a, 1998b).  YLT records the attitudes and experiences of 16-year olds in Northern Ireland.  In the 1998 survey a module was included that posed salient questions about bully/victim problems.  Whilst some of these questions differ in focus from those used in previous studies they serve to complement and extend the data already reported in Northern Ireland (Callaghan & Joseph, 1995; Collins & Bell, 1996; Collins et al., 2002, 2004; Grant, 1996; Taylor, 1996). 

METHOD

Participants

From the sampling procedure for the NILTS, a total of 482 young people were identified as residing in participating households (N = 1,800).  Of the 482 young people identified, 356 were subsequently interviewed, yielding a response rate of 74%.  Parental refusal, respondent refusal, and respondent non-availability accounted for those not interviewed.


At the mid-point of the fieldwork, the survey was on target to achieve fewer than anticipated interviews with young people.  To make up the shortfall, administrators of the survey initiated a booster sample at this stage.  For this purpose, a random sample of addresses was taken from the Postal Address File.  Where eligible young people were identified as residing at these addresses, permission was sought as previously to interview the young people identified.  From a total of 500 households identified, 69 young people were interviewed.  Thus, a combined total of 425 young people were interviewed (n = 217 male: 51.1%; n = 208 female; 48.9%).  Of these 425, 28 reported that they were not still at school.  Thus, analyses are based upon 397 valid responses (n = 203 male: 51.1%; n = 194 female; 48.9%). 

Measures

In 1998, the YLTS questionnaire included six questions in a module of questions regarding the ‘Rights of the Child’ that were directly related to bully/victim problems in the Provinces schools.  These questions were: ‘Would you say that students at your school get bullied by other students’ (Question 45), ‘Are there particular staff at your school whose job is to deal with bullying?’ (Question 46), ‘Do you think that most people - if they were being bullied - would or would not go and talk to one of these members of staff?’ (Question 47), ‘Does your school have an official policy on bullying?’ (Question 48), ‘Have you had any special classes where the problems of bullying have been talked about?’ (Question 49), and ‘In general do you think that your school provides real help for people who are bullied or not?’ (Question 50).  Response options for Questions 46, 48, 49 and 50 ranged from ‘Don’t know’ through ‘No’ to ‘Yes’.  Response options for Question 45 ranged from ‘Don’t know’ through ‘Not at all’, ‘A little’ to ‘A lot’.  Response options for Question 47 ranged from ‘Don’t know’ through ‘It depends’, ‘Would not talk to them’ to ‘Would talk to them’.
Procedure

The NILTS was designed to yield a representative sample of adults living in Northern Ireland.  From the 1,800 (achieved rate = 68%) adults interviewed for the survey, data was also collected pertaining to the ages of young people residing in the adult participant’s household.  Where any young people aged 12 to 17 years were identified, their parent or guardian was asked for permission to interview the young person.  The parent / guardian was shown a copy of the YLTS questionnaire and asked to sign a formal consent form for the interview to proceed.  Questionnaire based interviews were subsequently held unless the young person was unavailable or unwilling to participate.  Interviews and administration of the YLTS questionnaire took approximately 20 minutes.  Finally, it is noteworthy that anti-bullying policies were not compulsory when the data was collected.

RESULTS
Firstly, in response to the question: ‘Would you say that students at your school get bullied by other students’ (Question 45), whilst nearly one-quarter of respondents (23.2%, n = 92) reported that no students at their school were bullied (13.4%, n = 53) or that they did not know whether other students were bullied (9.8%, n = 39), over three-quarters of respondents (76.8%, n = 305) reported that other students were bullied ‘a little’ (61.7%, n = 245) or ‘a lot’ (15.1%, n = 60) at their school.  

Secondly, respondents were asked: ‘Are there particular staff at your school whose job is to deal with bullying?’ (Question 46).  Whilst 18.9% (n = 75) of respondents said that they did not know whether there were any particular staff at their school who were responsible for dealing with bullying, 22.9% (n = 91) reported that there were no such staff.  The majority of respondents (58.2%, n = 231), however, reported that there was a member(s) of staff in their school who had responsibility for dealing with bullying.


Thirdly, respondents were asked: ‘Do you think that most people - if they were being bullied - would or would not go and talk to one of these members of staff?’ (Question 47).  Whilst approximately one-quarter (25.7%, n = 102) of respondents thought that other students would talk to these staff members, 40.6% (n = 161) of respondents did not feel that this would be the case.  A further 29.0% (n = 115) reported that ‘it depends’ and 4.8% (n = 19) reported that they did not know whether or not other students who were the victims of bullying behaviours would approach these staff members.

Fourthly, respondents were asked: ‘Does your school have an official policy on bullying?’ (Question 48).  Whilst over one-quarter of respondents (28.5%, n = 113) reported that they did not know if their school had such a policy, 12.3% (n = 49) reported that their school did not have an Anti-Bullying Policy.  Nearly sixty per-cent (59.2%, n = 235) of the respondents reported that their school did have such a policy.

Fifthly, respondents were asked: ‘Have you had any special classes where the problems of bullying have been talked about?’ (Question 49).  Whilst 63.7% (n = 253) of respondents responded in the affirmative, 36.2% (n = 144) either did not know (4.0%, n = 16) or responded that they did not have special classes in relation to bully/victim problems (32.2%, n = 128).

Lastly, respondents were asked: ‘In general do you think that your school provides real help for people who are bullied or not?’ (Question 50).  Whilst approximately half of respondents (50.4%, n = 200) thought that their school did provide real help to victims, the other half of the respondents did not feel that this was the case (27.0% [n = 107] replied ‘No’ and 22.7% [n = 90] replied ‘Don’t Know’).

DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to examine the experiences of school bullying in Northern Ireland by examining data collected as part of the YLT survey (1998).  From the present analysis four points are worthy of note.

First, the present data clearly indicates that the incidence of victimization (76.8%, n = 305) within the peer group of these respondents was very high, in comparison not only to those previous data from Northern Ireland (Callaghan & Joseph, 1995; Collins & Bell, 1996; Collins et al., 2002, 2004; Grant, 1996; Taylor, 1996), but also in relation to data from across the world (Smith et al., 1999).  Such a high incidence level clearly warrants further research, especially research that utilises psychometric instrumentation across a large and representative sample of pupils in the Northern Ireland school system. 


Second, in relation to the management of bully/victim problems in schools, it is reassuring that, in the absence of compulsory anti-bullying policies, 59.2% (n = 235) of the respondents reported that their schools were proactive in this area and did have an official policy in place.  With the recent imposition of legislation in 2003 compelling every school in Northern Ireland to develop and implement such a policy, further research exploring the perception of pupils in relation to whether or not their school has an active policy in place would be useful. 


Third, whilst a similar number of respondents (58.2%, n = 231) reported that there was a known teacher in their school whose remit included dealing with such problems, only one quarter of respondents (25.7%, n = 102) reported that victims would approach this teacher.  This low rate of help-seeking behaviour is also emphasised by the fact that 63.7% (n = 253) of respondents reported that they had special classes where bully/victim problems were discussed.  Indeed, this low rate of help seeking behaviour from teachers stands in contrast to the findings of Collins et al. (2002, 2004), where 63% of post-primary school respondents reported that teachers would ‘often’ (21%) or ‘almost always’ (42%) offer help in a bullying situation.


Fourth, approximately half of all respondents (50.4%, n = 200) believed that their school provided real help for victims, supporting the fact that schools were proactive in the management of bully/victim problems.  However, with over one-quarter of pupils (27.0%, n = 107) not believing this to be the case, attention may be required in relation to the communication of anti-bullying policies and procedures in these schools.

As highlighted by Mc Guckin and Lewis (2003), research regarding bully/victim problems in Northern Ireland has not been as developed as in other countries.  From the review of studies that have explored the nature, incidence or correlates bully/victim problems in the Northern Ireland school system, the sporadic nature of research efforts in this area was evident.  For example, no consistency existed between these studies in relation to sampling of respondents or instruments utilised.  Whilst some researchers opted to utilise psychometric instruments (e.g., Callaghan & Joseph, 1995; Collins & Bell, 1996; Collins et al., 2002, 2004; Taylor, 1996), others chose to employ bespoke ‘in-house’ instruments (e.g., Grant, 1996).  Even when psychometric instruments were used, there was a lack of consensus regarding how the data were reported.  For example, concerning the Olweus’ (1989) BVQ, whilst Collins and Bell (1996) only reported upon incidence rates for bullies, Taylor (1996) only reported upon incidence rates for victims.  Furthermore, Collins et al. (2002, 2004) reported incidence rates for both bullies and victims, as well as providing other information in relation to the nature of such problems (e.g., reporting behaviours).

Whilst the methodological approach of the YLT does not take cognisance of such issues, the data provided by the survey complements and extends the previous knowledge base in Northern Ireland by providing important data in relation to salient bully/victim questions from a large and representative sample of pupils in the Northern Ireland school system.


Future research within the Northern Ireland school system should endeavour to explore the nature, incidence and correlates of bully/victim problems from a more robust methodological perspective.  For example, such an approach could operate from within a multi-indicator psychometric approach with large and representative samples of school pupils across all educational sectors.  Such methodological rigour would serve to enable detailed and meaningful cross-cultural comparisons of bully/victim knowledge from Northern Ireland.  Also, considering that recent legislation (2003) has made it mandatory for each school in Northern Ireland to develop and implement ‘Anti-Bullying’ policies, research is warranted that explores the efficacy of such policies and procedures.  By focusing research efforts in these areas, a detailed assessment of the nature, incidence and correlates of bully/victim problems in the Northern Ireland school system will aid the development and implementation of successful prevention and intervention programs that further emphasise the Government’s message of ‘Don’t Suffer in Silence’ (Department for Education, 1994: see: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/bullying).
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