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Abstract 

The introduction of the ‘Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 

Schools’ (Department of Education and Skills, 2013) marked a significant development 

in relation to tackling bullying in Irish schools. All schools in Ireland were mandated to 

create an anti-bullying policy that was compliant with these guidelines. However, the 

Irish Government have yet to investigate its implementation since its introduction. A 

content analysis of primary school anti-bullying policies in the Republic of Ireland was 

therefore conducted to inspect the extent to which schools have implemented the 

guidelines. 321 schools were selected by random-sampling procedures, and their anti-

bullying policy was analysed using a 34-item coding frame. 87% of the sample was 

compliant with the guidelines, and overall, schools included about 85% of the items 

from the coding frame in their policies which is a very positive result. However, it was 

concerning that 13% of schools were non-compliant, and up to 15% excluded various 

types of identity-based bullying from their bullying definition. Although 89% of the 

policies did include supports for “pupils affected by bullying”, specific supports for 

victims and perpetrators of bullying were only provided in 69% and 66% respectively, 

despite schools being required to include specific supports for both. The total scores 

were substantially higher than earlier studies conducted in England and Northern 

Ireland, showing the power that a centralised set of procedures can have to ensure 

policies are of a very high standard. Findings are discussed in terms of what schools 

and the Irish Government could do to ensure compliance, and guarantee all policies 

are of the highest standard to protect the entire school community. 

Recommendations for further research and implications for policy and practice are 

also provided.  
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Statistical Glossary 

Average / Mean – “The mean is the measure of central tendency that is simply the 

average score… To calculate the mean we simply add up all of the scores and then 

divide by the total number of scores we have.” (Field, 2013, p. 144). 

Central tendency – “A generic term describing the centre of a frequency distribution 

of observations as measured by the mean, mode and median” (Field, 2013, p. 2,469) 

Confidence interval – “For a given statistic calculated for a sample of observations 

(e.g., the mean), the confidence interval is a range of values around that statistic that 

are believed to contain, with a certain probability (e.g., 95%), the true value of that 

statistic (i.e., the population value).” (Field, 2013, p. 2,471) 

Content analysis – A “research technique for making replicable and valid inferences 

from texts to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorp , 2004, p.30) 

Correlation coefficient – “A measure of the strength of association or relationship 

between two variables.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,472). 

Correlational research – “A form of research in which you observe what naturally goes 

on in the world without directly interfering with it. This term implies that data will be 

analysed so as to look at relationships between naturally occurring variables rather 

than making statements about cause and effect.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,472). 

Cronbach’s alpha – “Indicates the overall reliability of a questionnaire, and values 

around .8 are good (or .7 for ability tests and the like”; Field, 2013, p. 2,055). “The 

most common measure of scale reliability” (Field, 2013, p. 2,036). 
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Descriptive statistics: They “summarize and organize characteristics of a data set” 

(Bhandari, 2022). 

Hypothesis: “A prediction about the state of the world” (Field, 2013, p. 2483). 

Inter-rater reliability - “The extent to which two or more individuals agree” (Fink, 

2010, p. 158) 

Kurtosis – “There are two main ways in which a distribution can deviate from normal: 

(1) lack of symmetry (called skew) and (1) pointyness (called kurtosis). …kurtosis refers 

to the degree to which scores cluster at the ends of the distribution (known as the 

tails) and this tends to express itself in how pointy a distribution is (but there are other 

factors that can affect how pointy the distribution looks). A distribution with positive 

kurtosis has many scores in the tails (a so-called heavy-tailed distribution) and is 

pointy… In contrast, a distribution with negative kurtosis is relatively thin in the tails 

(has light tails) and tends to be flatter than normal... In a normal distribution the 

values of skew and kurtosis are 0 (i.e., the tails of the distribution are as they should 

be). If a distribution has values of skew or kurtosis above or below 0 then this indicates 

a deviation from normal” (Field, 2013, pp. 135-136). 

Longitudinal research: “A form of research in which you observe what naturally goes 

on in the world without directly interfering with it by measuring several variables at 

multiple time points” (Field, 2013, p. 2,488). 

M: The mean. 

Margin of Error: “A margin of error tells you how many percentage points your results 

will differ from the real population value. For example, a 95% confidence interval with 

https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/confidence-interval/
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a 4 percent margin of error means that your statistic will be within 4 percentage points 

of the real population value 95% of the time. However, there’s a little more to the 

formal definition. The margin of error is defined as the range of values below and 

above the sample statistic in a confidence interval. The confidence interval is a way to 

show what the uncertainty is with a certain statistic (i.e., from a poll or survey).” (Glen, 

n.d.) 

Mode – “The score that occurs most frequently in the data set” (Field, 2013, p. 139). 

N: “The sample size. N usually denotes the total sample size, whereas n usually 

denotes the size of a particular group” (Field, 2013, p. 81). 

Negatively-skewed distribution – “There are two main ways in which a distribution 

can deviate from normal: (1) lack of symmetry (called skew) and (1) pointyness (called 

kurtosis). Skewed distributions are not symmetrical and instead the most frequent 

scores (the tall bars on the graph) are clustered at one end of the scale. So, the typical 

pattern is a cluster of frequent scores at one end of the scale and the frequency of 

scores tailing off towards the other end of the scale. A skewed distribution can be 

either positively skewed (the frequent scores are clustered at the lower end and the 

tail points towards the higher or more positive scores) or negatively skewed (the 

frequent scores are clustered at the higher end and the tail points towards the lower 

or more negative scores)… In a normal distribution the values of skew and kurtosis are 

0 (i.e., the tails of the distribution are as they should be). If a distribution has values of 

skew or kurtosis above or below 0 then this indicates a deviation from normal” (Field, 

2013, pp. 135-136). 

https://www.statisticshowto.com/statistic/
https://www.calculushowto.com/types-of-functions/domain-and-range-of-a-function/
https://www.statisticshowto.com/sample-statistic-definition-examples/
https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/confidence-interval/
https://www.statisticshowto.com/uncertainty-in-statistics/
https://www.statisticshowto.com/statistic/
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Non-parametric tests: “A family of statistical procedures that do not rely on the 

restrictive assumptions of parametric tests. In particular, they do not assume that the 

sampling distribution is normally distributed” (Field, 2013, p. 2,493). 

Normal distribution: “A probability distribution of a random variable that is known to 

have certain properties. It is perfectly symmetrical (has a skew of 0), and has a kurtosis 

of 0.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,493). 

Outlier – “An outlier is a score very different from the rest of the data” (Field, 2013, p. 

543). “Outliers can bias estimates of parameters (such as the mean), and also 

dramatically affect the sum of squared errors. This latter point is important because 

the sum of squared errors is used compute the standard deviation, which in turn is 

used to estimate the standard error, which itself is used to calculate confidence 

intervals around the parameter estimate. Therefore, if the sum of squared errors is 

biased, so are the standard error and the confidence intervals associated with the 

parameter estimate. In addition, most test statistics are based on sums of squares so 

these will be biased too by outliers.” (Field, 2013, p. 549) 

p : “The probability value, p-value or significance of a test are usually denoted by p” 

(Field, 2013, p. 81). 

Parametric test – “A test that requires data from one of the large catalogues of 

distributions that statisticians have described. Normally this term is used for 

parametric tests based on the normal distribution, which require four basic 

assumptions that must be met for the test to be accurate: a normally distributed 

sampling distribution (see normal distribution), homogeneity of variance, interval or 

ratio data, and independence” (Field, 2013, p. 2,494) 
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Population: “In statistical terms this usually refers to the collection of units (be they 

people, plankton, plants, cities, suicidal authors, etc.) to which we want to generalize a 

set of findings or a statistical model” (Field, 2013, p. 2,497). 

Qualitative methods: “Extrapolating evidence for a theory from what people say or 

write” (Field, 2013, p. 2,498). 

Quantitative methods: “Inferring evidence for a theory through measurement of 

variables that produce numeric outcomes” (Field, 2013, p. 2,497). 

Random-sampling procedures: “Every member of the population has an equal chance 

of being selected. Your sampling frame should include the whole population. To 

conduct this type of sampling, you can use tools like random number generators or 

other techniques that are based entirely on chance” (McCombes, 2022). 

Range – The range quantifies “the spread, or dispersion, of scores in the data. The 

easiest way to look at dispersion is to take the largest score and subtract from it the 

smallest score” (Field, 2013, p.147). 

Reliability: “The ability of a measure to produce consistent results when the same 

entities are measured under different conditions.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,500) 

rs: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (Field, 2013, p. 81) 

Sample: “A smaller (but hopefully representative) collection of units from a population 

used to determine truths about that population (e.g., how a given population behaves 

in certain conditions).” (Field, 2013, p. 2,501). 

SD: Standard deviation. 
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Shapiro-Wilk test: “A test of whether a distribution of scores is significantly different 

from a normal distribution. A significant value indicates a deviation from normality.” 

(Field, 2013, p. 2,502). 

Spearman’s correlation coefficient – “A standardized measure of the strength of 

relationship between two variables that does not rely on the assumptions of a 

parametric test.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,503). 

Standard deviation – It is a “measure of the dispersion or spread of data around the 

mean. A small standard deviation (relative to the value of the mean itself) indicates 

that the data points are close to the mean. A large standard deviation (relative to the 

mean) indicates that the data points are distant from the mean. A standard deviation 

of 0 would mean that all of the scores were the same.” (Field, 2013, p. 154) 

Statistical significance: “Statistical significance helps quantify whether a result is likely 

due to chance or to some factor of interest... When a finding is significant, it simply 

means you can feel confident that’s it real, not that you just got lucky (or unlucky) in 

choosing the sample…. The significance level is an expression of how rare your results 

are, under the assumption that the null hypothesis is true. It is usually expressed as a 

“p-value,” and the lower the p-value, the less likely the results are due purely to 

chance.” (Gallo, 2016). A statistically significant test result is often measured at p ≤ 

0.05 (Field, 2013). 

Two-tailed test: “A test of a non-directional hypothesis.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,507). 

Variables: “Anything that can be measured and can differ across entities or across 

time.” (Field, 2013, p. 2,508) 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a brief overview about the research to set it in context, 

and outlines the research questions, objectives and the design of the study. The 

motivation for investigating the chosen topic is discussed, and an outline of the study 

is provided. 

In 2013, ‘The Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools’ 

(ABP) was published (Department of Education and Skills [DES], 2013). In accordance 

with the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000), and guidelines issued 

by the National Educational Welfare Board (2008), all schools are required to have an 

anti-bullying policy within the framework of their overall code of behaviour. This policy 

must be compliant with the ABP guidelines. The introduction of the ABP represented 

the most significant development in relation to tackling bullying in Irish schools in 

twenty years (Foody et al., 2018). However,no official follow-up investigation has been 

conducted by the DES to assess the implementation of the ABP (initially reported by 

Foody et al. (2018)), despite the Action Plan for Education (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019) 

promising to review it on three separate occasions. This is still true today. 

Research has shown that individuals involved in bullying in any way (e.g., as a 

bully, victim, or both) are at an elevated risk of developing mental health and/or 

disciplinary problems that may endure into adulthood (e.g., Ttofi et al., 2012; Wolke et 

al., 2013). It is therefore crucial, and recognised by the ABP, for schools to have 

specific supports in place for those who are bullied and also for those who engage in 

bullying behaviour. This research will investigate whether or not this is the case in Irish 

primary school anti-bullying policies. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

Defining clear and specific research questions is an integral element of research 

studies. The research questions that this dissertation will seek to answer are as 

follows. 

1. To what extent have primary schools in the Republic of Ireland implemented 

the ABP (Department of Education and Skills, 2013) guidelines in their anti-

bullying policies? 

2. Do the anti-bullying policies have specific supports in place for children who 

engage in bullying behaviour as well as victims of bullying? 

3. Is there a relationship between the length and the quality of the anti-bullying 

policies? 

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

The objectives of the research are: 

1. To obtain and analyse 321 Irish primary school-anti-bullying policies using 

Smith et al.’s (2012) content analysis coding frame. 

2. To identify and report on the nature and content of these policies (as per 

Autumn 2021), to assess if the ABP guidelines have been followed. 

3. To examine the extent to which primary schools have specific supports in place 

for children who engage in bullying behaviour within their anti-bullying 

policies, compared to victims of bullying. 



ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   19 
 

1.4 Research Design 

A quantitative content analysis of Irish primary school anti-bullying policies was the 

method of investigation in this research (as recommended by Foody et al., 2018; Hall, 

2017). 321 policies were selected by random sampling procedures from primary 

schools across the Republic of Ireland, and analysed using a coding frame designed by 

Smith et al. (2012). Explicit information on the design and methodology is provided in 

Chapter 3. 

 

1.5 Motivation 

 This topic was chosen because of the researcher’s interest in bullying as a 

psychological phenomenon. The researcher completed an undergraduate degree in 

Psychology before commencing the Professional Masters of Education, and had a 

particular interest in child development and behaviour. Bullying was studied in depth 

as part of the undergraduate degree, and the researcher was surprised to learn about 

the significant long-term negative outcomes for children who engage in bullying 

behaviour as well as for children who are victims of bullying. This sparked an interest 

to learn more about supporting children who bully as well as the victims. 

While on school placement and during temporary teaching experiences, it was 

noted that often the emphasis is placed on supporting the victim, whereas sanctions 

were placed on the bully rather than helping them to change their behaviours. Upon 

discovery of the ABP, it was evident that supports should be in place for the child who 

engages in bullying within anti-bullying policies, as well as the victim. The researcher 

wondered whether this really was the case. Due to the highly sensitive nature of 
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childhood bullying, it was decided to investigate this by analysing primary school anti-

bullying policies rather than trying to interview teachers or pupils on the matter. 

 

1.6 Outline of the study and Conclusion 

This chapter has identified the research questions, objectives, and design of 

the current study. The researcher’s personal motivation for conducting the research 

was also discussed. Chapter 2 reviews existing literature on bullying and anti-bullying 

policies within an Irish and global context. Chapter 3 outlines the methodological 

approaches of the study and provides a rationale for the research design. It  also 

details the data collection process, how the data was analysed, researcher 

positionality, ethical considerations and the limitations of this study. Chapter 4 

analyses and discusses the data for each of the research questions in turn. Finally, 

Chapter 5 summarises and draws conclusions from the findings of the research, 

explores some implications for policy and practice, and provides recommendations for 

further research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter will review the current pertinent literature on bullying and anti-

bullying policies within an Irish and more global context. It will commence by providing 

a clear and succinct definition on bullying, and proceed to elaborate on the prevalence 

of bullying in Ireland and the challenges related to trying to measure that. Reasons as 

to why it is important to prevent and react to instances of bullying will be explored, 

leading to an explanation on how anti-bullying policies are one such way schools can 

do that. The impact the governmental ABP guidelines have had on anti-bullying 

policies in Ireland will then be evaluated. The literature review will conclude with an 

explanation on the utility of the content analytic methodology as a means to 

investigate the nature of anti-bullying policies. 

 

2.2 What is bullying? 

The ‘Anti-Bullying Policy and Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools’ 

(ABP; DES, 2013) defines bullying as:  

Unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted by 

 an individual or group against another person or persons and which is repeated 

 over time. The following types of bullying behaviour are included in this non-

 exhaustive definition: 

o deliberate exclusion, malicious gossip and other forms of relational 

bullying 

o cyberbullying 
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o identity-based bullying such as homophobic bullying, racist bullying, 

bullying based on a person’s membership of the Traveller community 

and bullying of those with disabilities or special educational needs. 

(DES, 2013, p.9) 

This is the mandatory definition for use in all school anti-bullying policies in Ireland 

(DES, 2013). Bullying is a significant problem in schools globally (Arsenault 2018; Foody 

et al., 2017a), as it poses risks for pupils’ current and future psychosocial wellbeing 

(Copeland et al., 2013; Kärnä et al., 2011; Wolke et al., 2013). 

 

2.3 Prevalence of bullying in Ireland 

 Bullying is prevalent amongst the young people of Ireland. A recent meta-

analysis of all bullying studies in Ireland found that nearly a quarter of pupils in 

primary schools, and 11.8% in post-primary had been victims of bullying (Foody et al., 

2017b). A slightly higher statistic was provided by the Health Behaviour in School-Aged 

Children Irish survey (Department of Health, 2014), which reported that a quarter of 

10-17-year-old children experienced bullying during the months prior to participating 

in the study. The survey also found that children of immigrant status, Traveller 

children, children with a chronic illness or disability, and children from a more socio-

economically disadvantaged background were more likely to be victims of bullying 

(Department of Health, 2014). Recently, an Irish study conducted during the Covid-19 

lockdown in 2020, found that 28% of the 10-18-year-old children surveyed reported 

being victims of cyberbullying during lockdown, and half reported witnessing the 

cyberbullying of others (Milosevic et al., 2020). Evidence from these studies shows the 
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importance of schools including the entire ABP bullying definition in their anti-bullying 

policy, to ensure that cyberbullying and identity-based bullying are covered within it. 

However, the prevalence of bullying and victimisation is challenging to assess 

as results vary depending on methodological differences across studies (i.e., 

definitions of bullying used, time-frames, or whether the child, caregiver, teacher or 

principal is asked to report on the levels of bullying). For example, data from the 

Growing Up in Ireland study (Williams et al., 2009) showed that a quarter of caregivers 

and 40% of children reported experiences of bullying over the previous year. However, 

for the 40% of children who had been bullied, 61% of their caregivers were unaware of 

their child’s victimisation. Similarly, Milosevic et al. (2020) found that less than half of 

the children who reported being victims of cyberbullying during the Covid-19 Irish 

lockdown told a parent or caregiver, and less than a tenth told a school counsellor, 

teacher or principal. Eight per cent of children surveyed did nothing, told nobody, and 

ignored the problem (Milosevic et al., 2020). It is concerning that a significant 

proportion of children and young people are not telling people they are being and/ or 

witnessing bullying and cyberbullying. 

Data from the Growing Up in Ireland study also showed that while the 

prevalence of perpetration and victimisation was similar across genders and 

socioeconomic status, bullying type differed across genders (Williams et al., 2009). 

Boys were more likely to engage in and experience overt forms bullying, (i.e., physical, 

verbal), whereas girls were more likely to exclude others and engage in indirect or 

relational forms of bullying. Relational aggression can be defined as “harming others 

through purposeful manipulation and damage of peer relationship” (Crick & 
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Grotepeter, 1995, p.711). These results were replicated internationally in a meta-

analysis on gender and types of aggression (Card et al., 2008). This again supports the 

argument that schools must include the entirety of the ABP definition on bullying in 

their policy to ensure all elements of bullying are covered within it.  

 

2.4 Why it is important to prevent and react to bullying 

It is critical to prevent and react to bullying, as it can have detrimental long-

term outcomes for all involved. The seminal “Great Smokey Mountain Study” (Wolke 

et al., 2013) explored the longitudinal effects of childhood bullying on early-adult 

outcomes, including health, engagement in risky or illegal behaviour, wealth and social 

factors. Children were categorised as Bullies, Victims, Bully-Victims, and Not Involved. 

Victims were at a greater risk for negative outcomes in wealth, health and social 

factors than Not Involved children. However, Bullies and Bully-Victims were at a 

statistically significant elevated risk for negative outcomes across all domains, and 

these results held for the Bully-Victims even after variables such as family hardship 

and childhood psychiatric disorders were controlled for (Wolke et al., 2013). The 

impact of being bullied is enduring, direct, and pleiotropic, with the worst 

consequences for Bully-Victims (Copeland et al., 2013). It must thus be concluded that 

bullying is not simply a harmless rite of passage and an inevitable part of growing up 

(Copeland et al., 2013). The results from these studies show that it is crucial that 

children who engage in bullying behaviour, victims of bullying, and children who are 

Bully-Victims, are all supported to try mitigate these risks for potential negative 

outcomes that last into adulthood.  
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Returning to the Irish context, studies conducted in Ireland have connected 

bullying involvement to poorer self-esteem (O’Moore & Kirkham, 2001), lower life 

satisfaction (Callaghan et al., 2015) and elevated levels of depression and anxiety 

(McMahon et al., 2010). Therefore, from a global to a local context, this selection of 

studies show that it is critical for schools to play an active role in preventing and 

reacting to bullying, and also to support children involved in or affected by bullying in 

any capacity, to try to limit the lasting effect it can have on a child’s life. 

 

2.5 Anti-bullying policy and procedures in Ireland 

One such way to prevent and react to bullying in schools is through an anti-

bullying policy. Anti-bullying policies are a framework for signalling a school’s 

commitment to anti-bullying work, organising its response (including both proactive 

and reactive strategies), and communicating this to all stakeholders in the school 

community (Smith et al., 2012). They can be viewed as preventative, in that they 

declare the institutions’ directives that oversee the conduct within or relating to the 

institution or its constituents (Faucher et al., 2015b). They can also be seen as an 

intervention strategy, as they contain imperative information for intervention (i.e., 

support services, who to talk to about a bullying incident, and how to report an 

incident; Faucher et al., 2015a). Anti-bullying policies are crucial for schools because 

they provide direction and guidance to school authorities and personnel in preventing 

and tackling bullying behaviour amongst pupils, and in responding to any negative 

impact arising from it (DES, 2013).  
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The ABP provides guidance to schools and outlines the requirements that their 

anti-bullying policies and procedures must meet. Circular 0045/2013 (DES, 2013) 

declared that all Boards of Management had to immediately prepare  

“the necessary arrangements for developing and formally adopting an anti-

 bullying policy which fully complies with the requirements of these procedures. 

 It is expected that this will be completed by each school … by no later than the 

 end of the second term of the 2013/14 school year” (p.2).  

There are some specific elements that are mandatory and required across all schools 

(e.g., a unified definition on bullying) and other areas within the policy where schools 

are responsible for and have freedom to complete themselves (e.g., choosing school-

specific education and prevention strategies, intervention strategies for dealing with 

bullying, and programs of support for working with pupils affected by bullying).  

A significant strength of the ABP is the recognition that the school’s Board of 

Management must formulate the policy utilising the best practice method for effective 

policy implementation, the ‘collaborative approach’ (Campbell 2018; Cross et al. 2011; 

Minton et al., 2013). A ‘collaborative approach’ is implemented through cooperation 

between all stakeholders when developing a policy (Vaill et al., 2020a). In relation to 

primary schools, these stakeholders include the Board of Management, the school 

principal, both the teaching and non-teaching staff (i.e., SNAs, secretary, etc.), pupils 

and caregivers. The development of school-wide strategies for dealing with bullying is 

thus shared by all concerned.  
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2.6 Does the presence of an anti-bullying policy have an impact on levels of bullying?  

The presence of an anti-bullying policy in schools is strongly supported by a 

literature review exploring the implications of childhood bullying on policy and 

practice (Arseneault, 2018). Similarly, associations between having an anti-bullying 

policy and reductions in bullying behaviour have been found (Rigby & Smith, 2011). A 

whole-school policy was among the most important program elements associated with 

a decrease in bullying in Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011) systematic and meta-analytic 

review of the effectiveness of school-based programs to reduce bullying. Studies from 

Australia, Canada, England, Finland, Greece, Ireland, Spain and Norway were included 

in the research, which also acknowledged that implementation of a policy is just as 

important as the quality of it (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). 

In contrast however, after completing a detailed content analysis of 34 UK 

schools’ anti-bullying policies, alongside interviewing children in the schools about 

their experiences of bullying, Woods and Wolke (2003) found no relationship between 

the content and quality of the policies and the prevalence of bullying behaviour. 

Instead, higher incidence of relational bullying and victimisation behaviour was found 

in schools with more detailed and comprehensive anti-bullying polices.  

In response, Smith et al. (2008) argued that there were many issues with 

Woods and Wolke’s (2003) study. Smith et al. (2008) contended that the pessimistic 

slant on the effectiveness of policies provided by Woods and Wolke (2003) must be 

questioned due to the limited nature of the content analysis they employed (i.e., lack 

of inclusion within the coding frame of items such (a) as what victims or pupil 

bystanders should do if bullying occurs, (b) whether there are graded sanctions 
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depending on the severity of the bullying, (c) how recording of incidents would occur, 

(d) whether the policy will be reviewed, and (e) a lack of additional issues regularly 

featured in policies such as proactive strategies, and issues of inclusiveness). It was 

also argued that the potential reasons provided by Woods and Wolke (2003) for the 

higher incidence of relational bullying in schools with comprehensive policies was 

missing one crucial explanation; they neglected the hypothesis that a good anti-

bullying policy would help pupils feel confident in reporting incidents of bullying. 

Hall’s (2017) systematic review of school anti-bullying policies from countries 

all around the world concluded with the assertation that policies are necessary but not 

sufficient to reduce levels of bullying; their content must be based on research and 

theoretical evidence, and they must also be implemented effectively and with a high 

level of fidelity. Hall (2017) also contended that the content of policies must be 

investigated to develop a clearer understanding of policy efficacy, and to ensure that 

they are evidence-based.  

 

2.7 Impact of the ABP on Ireland and the limited evaluation of it 

In Ireland, the DES Inspectorate is a statutory body that completes whole-

school evaluations, and parents, caregivers and pupils are all surveyed as part of this 

process (DES, 2017b). After the publication of the ABP, the Inspectorate began 

investigating caregivers’ and pupils’ perceptions of bullying in their school, including 

how it is prevented and tackled (DES, 2017b). Survey results showed pupils believed 

schools were succeeding in the implementation of effective anti-bullying measures, 

and the majority of children knew who they could talk to should they need support 
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(McNamara et al., 2019). This data provides some reassurance that Irish schools have a 

number of measures in place to prevent and respond to bullying (DES, 2017b). 

The Action Plan for Education (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019) has consistently 

promised to officially review the implementation of the ABP, but has yet to do so. 

Therefore, an independent team of researchers from the National Anti-Bullying 

Research and Resource Centre conducted the first and only piece of research 

evaluating the implementation of the ABP since its introduction (Foody et al., 2018; 

Murphy et al., 2017). All principals of primary and post-primary schools in Ireland were 

sent an online survey including questions on the frequency and impact of bullying in 

their school, and the preventative measures and supports in place for dealing with 

bullying (e.g., My school provides specific supports to those who have been bullied? 

Agree / Disagree).  

Foody et al. (2018) found concerning results regarding the anti-bullying policies 

in Irish schools. Worryingly, only 63.7% of Irish primary schools reported having 

specific supports in place to help those who have bullied others, compared to 81% 

having supports for victims (Foody et al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2017), despite both 

being mandatory in ABP. School principals reported wanting more training for staff, 

more access to counsellors for children involved in bullying, and guidance from the 

DES on the development and provision of a national anti-bullying program (Foody et 

al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2017). 

A major limitation of Foody et al.’s (2018) study was that just under a quarter 

of all the principals in the Republic of Ireland self-selected to respond. One must query 

if the respondents that chose to participate were those already taking affirmative 
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action against bullying in their schools. Another limitation was that specific 

information on the content of the policies was not gathered, and thus, 

recommendations were made for further research to investigate the nature and 

content of anti-bullying policies in Ireland (Foody et al., 2018). 

 

2.8 Content Analyses 

Content analysis is one such methodology that allows for the systematic 

analysis of written data to investigate what it contains (Cohen et al., 2007). Using a 

content analysis to explore anti-bullying policies in Ireland would fill the gap in the 

literature, as suggested by Foody et al. (2018). Content analyses have been conducted 

on anti-bullying policies in schools in the UK (Smith et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2008) and 

Northern Ireland (Purdy & Smith, 2016), and also in universities in the UK (Harrison et 

al., 2020; Vaill et al., 2020a) and Australia (Vaill et al., 2020b). All the above studies 

used adaptations of the same coding frame (Smith et al., 2008) to conduct their 

content analyses, with the changes making it applicable to the particular context (i.e., 

schools vs. universities). The coding frame explored bullying definitions, strategies for 

preventing bullying, how incidents of bullying is reported, recorded and responded to, 

and how the effectiveness of the policy is evaluated.  

Considerable variation in the adequacy and coverage of the policies have been 

found across all the aforementioned studies, including infrequent mentioning of 

homophobic and cyberbullying, and a lacking of specific preventative and reactive 

measures, such as playground work and peer support, amongst other limitations. 

Across all the content analytic studies mentioned above, the average total anti-
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bullying scores of policies ranged from 40% (Vaill et al., 2020b) to 62% (Vaill et al., 

2020a), indicating that the policies studied had not included a significant proportion of 

the items on the coding frame.  

The Irish context is different to that of the UK, Northern Ireland and Australia 

when these studies were conducted however, due to the fact that the Irish 

government has published the ABP guidelines that schools should be following and 

building their anti-bullying policies from. None of the other jurisdictions had such 

specific guidance, and all schools and universities had to create their own policies 

independently.  

 

2.9 Conclusion and current study 

 This literature review endeavoured to give a brief synopsis on types of bullying 

and the prevalence of it, both within the Irish context and globally. It proceeded to 

discuss why it is important to prevent and react to bullying, and how anti-bullying 

policies are one such tool that can be utilised to work towards that goal. A critical 

analysis on the only study to investigate Irish anti-bullying policies was given, and 

concluded with a review of a selection of studies that used a content analysis method 

to explore the composition of anti-bullying policies internationally. The current study 

will utilise Smith et al.’s (2012) coding frame within the Irish context to explore the 

content of anti-bullying policies in Ireland. Chapter 3 will now discuss the research 

methods utilised in this study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

 

3.1 Research Design 

A quantitative content analysis of Irish primary school anti-bullying policies was 

the method of investigation in this research (as recommended by Foody et al., 2018; 

Hall, 2017). Krippendorp (2004) defines content analysis as a “research technique for 

making replicable and valid inferences from texts to the contexts of their use” (p.30). It 

is a strict and systematic set of procedures for the rigorous analysis, examination and 

verification of the contents of written data (Cohen et al., 2007), and can be 

quantitative, qualitative or mixed-methods in nature. Content analysis can be used to 

analyse large quantities of text, facilitated by the systematic and rule-governed nature 

of the technique to reduce it into workable data (Weber, 1990).  

 A content analysis was the best methodology for this research because it 

allows for an in-depth analysis of a large quantity of anti-bullying policies to examine 

what they contain. The policies were selected by random-sampling procedures, 

whereby the sample of school policies were randomly selected from the entire 

population (i.e., every primary school in the Republic of Ireland), and all schools had an 

equal chance of being chosen (McCombes, 2022). Random-sampling removes the 

potential of a self-selection bias like with surveys (as utilised by Foody et al., 2018), 

where potentially only those taking affirmative action against bullying in schools may 

respond. This sample is large enough to be generalisable for the entire country, 

allowing for the generation of meaningful and representative results. 
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3.2 Research Rationale 

A paradigm is a belief system that guides and formally establishes a set of 

practices that are characterised through ontology, epistemology and methodology. 

Ontology refers to the nature of reality. Epistemology relates to the perceived 

relationship with knowledge that is being uncovered. The methodology is the strategic 

approach to how you investigate the knowledge. This research is based on the 

philosophical assumptions of Positivism, whereby it is assumed that one single reality 

or truth exists that can be measured (Cohen et al., 2007). Creswell (2003) argues that 

knowledge that develops through a positivist lens is based on careful observation and 

measurement of the objective reality that exists “out there” in the world. Taking the 

view that ‘knowledge is hard, objective and tangible’ (Cohen et al., 2007, p.7) forces 

the researcher to take on an observer role and an allegiance to the methods of natural 

science. Therefore, this research will take a quantitative approach. As the positivist 

approach to research holds that all genuine knowledge can only be advanced by 

means of observation and experiment (Cohen et al., 2007), data in anti-bullying 

policies will be observed, and statistical analyses will be used to generate the 

knowledge and truth about the research questions. 

 

3.3 Positionality 

The motivation for completing this piece of research was discussed in Chapter 

1. However, Smith and Noble (2014) argue that bias can be present in all research due 

to a researcher’s positionality, and Sikes (2004) believes that this positionality can be 

influenced by the researcher’s morals and beliefs. Steps therefore have been taken 

with the methodology chosen to reduce the extent to which bias may be present in 
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this research. Firstly, by choosing a content analysis methodology where policies are 

coded for either having or not having particular elements, the chance of bias 

influencing results is minimised. Secondly, no bias can influence the selection of 

policies as a random-sampling procedures was utilised. These methodological choices 

should limit the chance bias may influence the research process. 

 

3.4 Sample 

As of September 2021 when data collection commenced, there were 3,106 

primary schools in Ireland (Lawlor & Burke, 2020), which will be defined as the total 

population of this sample. 321 schools were therefore needed in order to analyse 

sufficient policies from a representative sample of schools across the country, to allow 

for Confidence Levels to be set at 95% and the Margin of Error at 5% (Field, 2013). A 

random-sampling procedure was utilised to gather a representative sample of anti-

bullying policies in Ireland, to eliminate the potential self-selection bias of survey 

responses (e.g., Foody et al., 2018). Inclusion was dependent on the school having a 

website and the policy available for download on it.  

 482 schools were selected by the random number generator. Of this, 39 

schools were excluded as the school did not have a website. A further 121 schools 

were excluded as their anti-bullying policy was not available for download on their 

website. The remaining 321 schools had their anti-bullying policy analysed for this 

research. Demographic details of the selected schools can be seen in Table 1 below. 

The random-sampling procedure selected at least three schools from every county in 

the Republic of Ireland. Figure 1 depicts the geographic layout of the sample below.  
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Table 1 

Demographics of Selected Schools (collated by the researcher). 

Average 

number  

of pupils 

(range) 

Female 

114.38  

(0-544) 

Male  

118.47  

(0-741) 

Total  

232.85  

(15-1114) 

Ethos Catholic 

 

285 (88.8%) 

Multi-

Denominational 

21 (6.5%) 

Church of 

Ireland 

13 (4%) 

Presbyterian 

 

2 (0.6%) 

DEIS Indicator Yes 

52 (16.2%) 

No 

269 (83.8%) 

 

Gaeltacht 

Indicator 

Yes 

6 (1.9%) 

No 

315 (98.1%) 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

Graphic Representation of the Number of Schools Whose Policy was Analysed by 

County (created by the researcher). 
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3.5 Materials 

A content analysis coding frame developed by Smith et al. (2012) was selected 

for analysing the anti-bullying policies. This coding frame included minor revisions and 

enhancements from the original publication (Smith et al., 2008). The items in the 

coding frame were all included in the ABP (DES, 2013) recommendations bar one (B11; 

adult/teacher – pupil bullying or vice versa), making it a useful tool to evaluate 

whether schools have implemented the ABP requirements appropriately in their own 

policies.  

Reliability analyses are utilised to assess the consistency of a tool or measure 

(Field, 2013). The internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of the coding frame was 

reasonably high (.76; see Coolican, 2004; Field, 2013), and yielded strong inter-rater 

reliability scores ranging from 80 - 100% across categories (Smith et al., 2008). This 

provides further support for its use in the current research (see Appendix B for a copy 

of the coding frame).  

 

3.6 Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis 

A list of all the primary schools in Ireland was downloaded from the DES 

website in Excel format (DES, 2021). This data set included data on school roll number, 

location, number of pupils by gender, ethos, and DEIS status of school, among other 

variables. A random number generator was utilised to identify 321 schools (i.e., 

number 54 corresponded to the school on line 54 of the Excel spreadsheet). The 

school roll number was used as a Google search to ensure the correct school was 

identified, as many schools have similar names. If the school did not have a website, it 
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was excluded from the analysis. Where websites existed, the policy was sought and 

downloaded from it in pdf format. If the policy was not available for download on the 

website, the school was excluded from the analysis.  

Each policy was analysed using the Smith et al. (2012) coding frame. The coding 

frame included four sections; (a) definition of bullying; (b) reporting and responding to 

bullying; (c) recording bullying and evaluating the policy; and (d) strategies for 

preventing bullying, totalling to 34 items (Smith et al., 2012; see Appendix B). Schools 

scored either one for meeting the criterion (i.e., including a particular aspect in the 

policy), or zero for not meeting it. In every policy, the scores were added for each of 

the four sections, and all together to create a Total Policy Score. A higher score 

reflected policies that were inclusive of more of the criteria, meaning the school 

provided a high level of information and support to their community.  

The policy length was measured in number of words. It was computed in this 

way to make it as comparable as possible within the sample (i.e., to limit the effect of 

font size, page spacings, etc., on the results). Cover sheets, duplicate or extraneous 

material (e.g., reporting templates, etc.) that were present in some policies were all 

excluded from the word count. Relevant appendices (e.g., supports for parents) were 

included. The data from the content analysis was inputted into the Excel spreadsheet, 

corresponding with each of the 321 selected schools. This raw data was transferred 

into the computer program IBM SPSS Statistics 28.0 for statistical analyses.  
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3.7 Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were conducted on the subtotal score of each of the four 

sections of the content analysis, and the Total Policy Score for each school, to examine 

variations between schools’ policy content. As per Smith et al. (2012), the scores were 

described as ‘high’ when at least two-thirds of schools satisfied a criterion; ‘moderate’ 

when the response was between one-third and two-thirds; and ‘low’ when less than 

one-third of schools satisfied it. A non-parametric Spearman correlation was 

calculated between the total anti-bullying content score and the length of the policy 

(in words), to ascertain if there was a relationship between policy length and quality of 

content. 

 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

‘When working with secondary or documentary data, the sensitivity of the 

data, who created it, the intended audience of its creators, its original purpose and its 

intended uses in the research are all important considerations’ (British Educational 

Research Association, 2018, p.10). Anti-bullying policies are official institutional 

documents that are publicly published. They are created by the Board of Management 

of each school following the legal guidelines from the ABP. The purpose of an anti-

bullying policy is to be a living-document to protect children and staff, and is to be 

used to prevent and react to incidents of bullying within a school. It is thus important 

for the researcher to bear in mind that the policy documents were not created with 

the intention of being used in research.  
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Anti-bullying policies are public documents which could be downloaded and 

kept in a file on the researcher’s personal computer. To ensure confidentiality, the 

data extracted from the policies was accumulated in a password-protected Excel 

Spreadsheet, as the schools were identified within it. This was necessary in case the 

researcher needed to revisit any policy to gather additional information, and then link 

the new data with the old. The Excel file will be stored on the researcher’s computer 

until September 2024, at which point the data will be deleted. Although general 

descriptive statistics on the breakdown of schools (county, ethos, DEIS, single-sex, etc.) 

have be provided in this report, no reader will be able to ascertain which schools had 

their policy analysed. SERC approval has been received for this study (see Appendix 1). 

 

3.9 Limitations 

The primary limitation of this study is that it is unknown if the policy available 

for download on a school’s website (as of Autumn 2021) is the most up-to-date 

version of the policy that the school has. Schools may review and update their policy 

annually, and simply not upload the most recent version to the website. The only way 

to counter this limitation would have been to email each school individually to request 

a copy of their most-up-to-date policy. However, that methodology would have 

included an element of self-selection bias, as schools would have been provided with a 

choice as to whether or not to respond to the request, therefore limiting the power of 

the random sample. It was also beyond the scope of an individual piece of research. 

Another limitation is that despite the random sampling procedure, it cannot be 

argued that the sample is totally generalisable; 160 of the schools selected by the 
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random number generator were excluded from analyses as they either did not have a 

website, or did not have the policy available for download on it. Conclusions on the 

content of that missing data cannot be drawn in this study, but it also cannot be 

assumed that the policy exists and simply was not uploaded. Also, not all faith schools 

are represented in the sample, as no Muslim or Jewish schools were selected by the 

random number generator for inclusion in the study.   

The final limitation of this study is the lack of inter-rater reliability with the 

coding of the policy documents, due to the independent nature of the research. Inter-

rater reliability can be defined as “the extent to which two or more individuals agree” 

(Fink, 2010, p. 158). In this instance, if another researcher had independently co-coded 

a percentage of the data (typically 10-30%), a comparison could have been made to 

assess the consistency of the coding between both researchers. Highly consistent 

coding would have made the results more reliable and valid (Cohen et al., 2007). 

Therefore, the lack of inter-rater coding could impact the reliability of the results as an 

element of coder bias or human error cannot be ruled out.  

 

3.10 Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed the design of the study and explained what a content 

analysis is. A clear rationale was provided to argue for the use of quantitative analyses. 

Researcher positionality, in relation to researcher motivation as discussed in Chapter 

1, was explained. The sample selected for the study was detailed, along with the 

materials used to code the data. The procedures for data collection and analysis, and 

the statistics utilised were then supplied. Ethical considerations regarding analysing 
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policy documents were considered, and finally, the limitations of the study were 

discussed. These limitations should be kept in mind when reading the results of the 

research. Chapter 4 will now present, analyse and discuss the findings from the study. 

  



ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   42 
 

Chapter 4: Findings, Analysis and Discussion 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 This chapter will examine and discuss the results from each of the three 

research questions in turn. Numerical data, graphical representations of the data, and 

an explanation of the statistics and results will be provided. A  statistical glossary has 

been supplied before Chapter 1 with definitions and explanations on all technical 

terms in this chapter. 

 

4.2 Research Question 1  

The first research question queried “to what extent have primary schools in the 

Republic of Ireland implemented the ABP (DES, 2013) guidelines in their anti-bullying 

policies?”. This question is multi-faceted and analyses are needed at multiple levels to 

fully answer it; (a) are schools using the mandated ABP definition on bullying? (b) from 

an individual item perspective, to what extent have schools implemented the different 

elements of the ABP? and (c) from a total score perspective, to what extent have 

schools implemented the four major themes of the ABP? 

 

4.2.1 Are Schools Using the Mandated ABP Definition on Bullying? 

Of the 321 policies that were analysed, all included a definition of bullying. As 

displayed in Figure 2 below, 278 (86.6%) of the schools utilised the ABP definition of 

bullying in their policy, showing compliance and implementation of the guidelines. 

However, 43 schools (13.4%) were not using the valid definition for bullying in their 

policy, and therefore are in breach of the ABP mandate. 
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The unified definition on bullying is an integral element of the ABP, and the fact 

that 13.4% of the schools investigated did not have it in use in their policy is of 

concern. This finding further strengthens the argument made in the literature review 

that the DES needs to officially investigate the implementation of the ABP as they 

claimed they would (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019). 

 

Figure 2 

The Number and Percentage of Schools Using Either the ABP Definition on Bullying or a 

Different Definition (created by researcher). 

 

 

4.2.2 From an Individual Item Perspective, To What Extent Have Schools 

Implemented the Different Elements of the ABP? 

The results of the content analysis can be seen in Table 2 below. Looking at 

‘Section A’ which investigated the nature of the bullying definitions in use, even 

278
86.6%

43
13.4%

ABP definition Different definition



ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   44 
 

though 86.6% of the schools were using the official ABP definition (as displayed in 

section 4.2.1 above), the vast majority of schools (98%+) did include physical, verbal 

and relational bullying in their definition. However, amongst the 43 schools not using 

the official definition, there was variation regarding the inclusion of cyberbullying, 

material, homophobic, racial and sexual bullying, bullying due to disabilities, and 

bullying because of faith or religious belief. This finding is of concern because if a child 

in one of these non-compliant schools experiences homophobic bullying for example, 

they have no protection in legal terms from their anti-bullying policy. Again, this result 

calls on the DES to follow through on the promise they made on three separate 

occasions to investigate the implementation of the ABP (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019). 

 

Table 2 

Smith et al. (2012)’s coding frame including the amount (% in brackets) of schools that 

did / did not mention an item in their anti-bullying policy (N = 321; created by 

researcher). 

A Definition of bullying behaviour (13 items)  

 Item 

Present 

Item not 

Present 

High / 

Moderate 

/ Low 

1 Have a definition of bullying? 321 

(100%) 

0  

(0%) 

High 

2 Does the definition make it clear that 

bullying is different from other kinds of 

aggressive behaviour? 

316 

(98.4%) 

5  

(1.6%) 

High 

3 Mention physical bullying (hits, kicks)? 321 

(100%) 

0  

(0%) 

High 

4 Mention direct verbal bullying (threats, 

insults, nasty teasing)? 

321 

(100%) 

0  

(0%) 

High 

5 Mention relational bullying (rumours, 

social exclusion)? 

316 

(98.4%) 

5  

(1.6%) 

High 

6 Mention material bullying (damage to 

belongings, extortion of money)? 

306 

(95.3%) 

15  

(4.7%) 

High 
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7 Mention cyberbullying (email, text 

messages)? 

301 

(93.8%) 

20  

(6.2%) 

High 

8 Mention homophobic bullying? 284 

(88.5%) 

37 

(11.5%) 

High 

9 Mention racial bullying (or harassment)? 282 

(87.9%) 

39 

(12.1%) 

High 

10 Mention sexual bullying (or harassment)? 275 

(85.7%) 

46 

(14.3%) 

High 

11 As well as pupil–pupil bullying, discuss the 

issue of adult/teacher – pupil bullying or 

vice versa? 

23 

 (7.2%) 

298 

(92.8%) 

Low 

12 Mention bullying due to disabilities? 281 

(87.5%) 

40 

(12.5%) 

High 

13 Mention bullying because of faith or 

religious beliefs? 

274 

(85.4%) 

47 

(14.6%) 

 

High 

B Reporting and responding to bullying incidents (11 items) 

1 State what victims of bullying should do (e.g., 

tell a teacher; should clearly apply to victims/ 

pupils who experience bullying)? 

304 

(94.7%) 

17  

(5.3%) 

High 

2 Say how teaching staff should respond to a 

report of bullying (should specifically mention 

bullying, and be more specific than just “deal 

promptly”)? 

319 

(99.4%) 

2  

(0.6%) 

High 

3 Clearly mention the responsibilities of other 

school staff (teaching assistants, lunchtime 

supervisors, etc.) if they know of bullying?  

(This should be more specific than simply 

referring to “all staff”). 

292  

(91%) 

29 

(9%) 

High 

4 Clearly mention the responsibilities of parents 

if they know of bullying (this can include 

knowing if their child has a behaviour 

problem if bullying is included elsewhere)? 

308  

(96%) 

13  

(4%) 

High 

5 Clearly mention the responsibilities of pupil 

bystanders if they know of bullying? 
294 

(91.6%) 

27  

(8.4%) 

High 

6 State whether sanctions applied for bullying 

will depend on type or severity of incident? (It 

should be clear that the sanctions apply to 

bullying behaviour) 

295 

(91.9%) 

26  

(8.1%) 

High 

7 Mention follow-up to see whether the 

sanctions were effective? 
299 

(93.1%) 

22  

(6.9%) 

High 

8 Discuss what action will be taken if the 

bullying persists? 
301 

(93.8%) 

20  

(6.2%) 

High 
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9 Suggest how to support the victim? (More 

than just “we will support victims”) 
286 

(89.1%) 

35 

(10.9%) 

High 

10 Suggest how to help the pupil(s) doing the 

bullying to change their behaviour (apart 

from sanctions)? (More than just “we will 

support …”) 

283 

(88.2%) 

38 

(11.8%) 

High 

11 Discuss if, when or how parents will be 

informed? (“parents will be informed” is 

sufficient if it clearly refers to bullying) 

 

297 

(92.5%) 

24  

(7.5%) 

High 

C Recording bullying, communicating and evaluating the policy (4 items) 

1 Say reports of bullying will be recorded? 307 

(95.6%) 

14  

(4.4%) 

High 

2 Say who is responsible for coordinating the 

recording system? 

300 

(93.5%) 

21 

 (6.5%) 

High 

3 Show how records or survey data will be used 

to know whether the policy is working or not? 

1 

 (0.3%) 

320 

(99.7%) 

Low 

4 Mention periodic review and updating of the 

policy? 

287 

(89.4%) 

 

34 

(10.6%) 

High 

D Strategies for preventing bullying (6 items) 

1 Mention any of encouraging cooperative 

behaviour, rewarding good behaviour, 

improving school climate, or creating a safe 

environment? 

299 

(93.1%) 

22  

(6.9%) 

High 

2 Discuss general issues of peer support 

(beyond B5)? 

234 

(72.9%) 

87 

(27.1%) 

High 

3 Discuss advice for parents about bullying 

(beyond B4)? 

236 

(73.5%) 

85 

(26.5%) 

High 

4 Mention the preventative role of playground 

activities or lunchtime supervisors? 

276 

 (86%) 

45 

 (14%) 

High 

5 Discuss issues of inclusiveness (e.g., non-

English speakers; pupils with learning 

difficulties)? 

278 

(86.6%) 

43 

(13.4%) 

High 

6 Mention the issue of bullying on the way to 

school or happening outside school? 

 

228  

(71%) 

93  

(29%) 

High 

NOTE. Items are ranked as scoring  ‘high’ when 
2

3
 of schools included a criterion, 

‘moderate’ between 
1

3
 - 

2

3
, and ‘low’ when less than 

1

3
  included it. 
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* As this coding frame was designed by British researchers (Smith et al., 2012), some 

of the language is not relevant to the Irish context (i.e., B3; lunchtime supervisors, 

teaching assistants). The ‘other school staff’ in the Irish context refers to SNAs, school 

secretaries, caretakers, etc. 

 

As evident from Table 2 above, Irish anti-bullying policies were ranked as ‘high’ 

for all items, bar two that were ‘low’, on the coding frame (A11 and C3). This is to be 

expected because the ABP requires schools to meet the criteria on this coding frame in 

their policies. However, the ABP does not specify that schools must address 

adult/teacher – pupil bullying and vice versa in their anti-bullying policy, and as can be 

seen in Table 2, A11, only 7.2% of schools did address this type of bullying within their 

policy, resulting in the ‘low’ rank. This finding is important because it shows the value 

of having a governmental framework to support schools building policies; the data 

shows that schools include elements that are mandated, and are less likely to include 

elements that are not. Therefore, there is significant value in creating a national 

framework like the Irish government did with the ABP to ensure schools include all 

elements deemed important in their anti-bullying policies.  

 

4.2.3 From a Total Score Perspective, To What Extent Have Schools Implemented the 

Four Major Themes of the ABP? 

Table 3 below provides details on the Total Policy Scores for each of the 

sections (e.g., A, B, C, and D) from the content analysis. 
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Table 3 

Mean Scores (Standard Deviations in Brackets), Mode, and Range of Scores for Each 

Section (A, B, C, D), and for Total Policy Score (N= 321; created by researcher). 

 Total 

potential 

score 

Average score 

(standard 

deviation) 

Mode 

score 

Range 

A: Definition of bullying 

behaviour 

13 11.3 (1.9) 12 3-13 

B: Reporting and responding 

to bullying incidents 

11 10.2 (2.0) 11 0-11 

C: Recording bullying, 

communicating and 

evaluating the policy 

4 2.8 (0.7) 3 0-4 

D: Strategies for preventing 

bullying 

6 4.8 (1.9) 6 

 

0-6 

Total Policy Score 34 29.1 (5.8) 32 8-33 

  

When examining the average and mode scores for each section of the coding 

frame (see Table 3 above), it is evident that the majority of Irish schools have strong 

anti-bullying policies in place that have scored highly on each of the four themes from 

the content analysis. For example, the average score for Section B, ‘Reporting and 

responding to bullying incidents’ is 10.2, the mode is 11, and the maximum potential 

score a school could receive is 11. This indicates that the vast majority of schools are 

receiving nearly full marks on how they report and respond to incidents of bullying in 

their policies, and strong compliance with the ABP.  

However, it is also vital to look at the range of scores. Each section received a 

full range (Sections B, C, and D) or nearly full range (Section A) of scores (i.e., from the 

lowest to highest possible score), indicating that the coding frame discriminated 
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strongly amongst the school policies. One school scored 0 for Section B, twelve scored 

0 for Section C, and sixteen scored 0 for Section D. This shows that some schools made 

no reference to how the school would report and respond to incidents of bullying in 

their policy, nor any mention as to ‘Recording bullying, communicating and evaluating 

the policy’, or ‘Strategies for preventing bullying’. Therefore, even though there is 

overwhelmingly positive evidence of ABP implementation, there are also a selection of 

schools with very limited to no supports in place in their policies despite being 

mandated to include them.  

The average Total Policy Score in this sample was (M=29.1), and the mode was 

32 out of a maximum score of 34. This finding shows that most Irish primary schools 

have anti-bullying policies that contain the vast majority of the criteria from this 

coding frame, indicating that they have clear and detailed policies in place. The result 

is exceedingly higher than reported by Smith et al. (2012) with a mean total of 

(M=17.9) out of 34, and Purdy and Smith (2016) with a mean total of (M=18.7) out of 

36. This again shows the power of having a centralised governmental framework for 

schools to base their policies off, which is a significant strength of the ABP in the Irish 

context. 

 

4.3 Research Question 2  

The second research question sought to assess whether the anti-bullying 

policies have specific supports in place for children who engage in bullying behaviour 

as well as victims of bullying. As can be seen in Table 2 above, B9 and B10 of the 

coding frame investigated whether schools mentioned how they would support 
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victims and pupils doing the bullying beyond simply saying “we will support them”. 

89.1% of the policies mentioned how they would support victims, and 88.2% 

mentioned how they would help pupils doing the bullying to change their behaviour 

(outside of sanctions), both of which are very positive results. 

However, within the ABP framework, the language “children affected by 

bullying” is utilised as a broad means of covering all pupils involved in bullying in any 

capacity (i.e., bully, victim, bystander, bully-victim), which meant that any school that 

used that language had to score a point for B9 and B10 on Smith et al.’s (2012) coding 

frame as there was the potential it could refer to the bully and / or the victim. 

Therefore, three new variables outside the coding frame were computed to 

investigate firstly, how many schools specifically use the language of “children affected 

by bullying” to cover all impacted without necessarily having to specify what supports 

are provided to whom, and then within that, how many specifically detailed supports 

for the victims and specifically detailed supports for the child doing the bullying. 

As displayed in Figure 3 below, 287 (89.4%) of the school policies analysed used 

the language of “children affected by bullying” when discussing the supports they had 

in place. Of them, 221 (68.8%) of schools went a step further and detailed specific 

supports they put in place for victims of bullying. However, 100 schools (31.2%) did 

not have any specific supports for victims in their policy, despite the ABP guidelines 

mandating that schools put them in place (DES, 2013). Similarly, 211 (65.7%) of the 

schools had specific supports in place for children who engage in bullying behaviour, 

compared to 110 (34.3%) without. This is only a slightly smaller percentage compared 

to those with specific supports for victims of bullying, which is a promising result.  
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Figure 3 

The Percentage and Number of School Policies that Mention Bullying-Related Supports 

in a Variety of Ways (created by researcher). 

 

However, as the ABP states that “a programme of support for pupils who have 

been bullied must be in place” (DES, 2013, p.35) and “a programme of support for 

those pupils involved in bullying behaviour must also be part of the school’s 

intervention process” (DES, 2013, p.35), it is evident from the results that some 

schools have not implemented these requirements, and therefore are in breach of the 

governmental mandate.  

This finding is also important because it corroborates with Foody et al.’s (2018) 

result that 63.7% of Irish primary schools had included specific supports to help those 

who have bullied others in their anti-bullying policy. However, Foody et al. (2018) also 

reported that 81% of their sample had specific supports for victims in their policy, a 

287
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110

Mentions supports for "children affected by bullying"

Specific mention of supports for victims of bullying

No specific mention of supports for victims of bullying

Specific mention of supports for pupils who engage in
bullying behaviour

No specific mention of supports for pupils who engage in
bullying behaviour
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89.4%
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finding that was not replicated here. This could be explained by Foody et al.’s (2018) 

own concern that perhaps only schools already taking affirmative action against 

bullying responded to their survey. Therefore, the random sampling procedure utilised 

in this research may be providing a more accurate representation of the result.  

Counselling was suggested as a means of support for children affected by 

bullying in 213 (66.4%) of policies. However, Murphy et al. (2017) reported that only 

39% of the Irish school principal respondents in their study could easily access 

qualified counsellors for children affected by bullying. Therefore, whether schools are 

actually in a position to act on that element of the policy and provide that support to 

pupils in times of need is unknown. 

 

4.4 Research Question 3 

The final research question involved investigating whether there was a 

relationship between the length and the quality of the anti-bullying policy, as 

measured by word count and the Total Policy Score from Smith et al.’s (2012) coding 

frame. The word count could not be calculated for 38 of the policies as they had been 

uploaded onto their school websites in image form rather than a pdf, meaning 

computer software was unable to calculate the number of words within them. These 

38 policies were thus excluded from the analysis of this research question.  

After excluding those policies, descriptive statistics were recomputed on the 

Total Policy Score for the remaining 282 policies. The average score was M=28.8 

(SD=5.9), and the mode remained the same at 32 (out of a maximum 34 points). 174 

schools scored 32 points, as displayed along with the rest of the data distribution in 
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Figure 4 below. The ‘Total Policy Score’ variable was not normally distributed (as 

measured by a strong negatively-skewed distribution [visible in Figure 4 below], 

kurtosis at 2.69, and a significant Shapiro-Wilk test, p< .01), thus violating assumptions 

for the use of parametric statistics. 

 

Figure 4 

The Number of School Policies and Total Policy Score Received (n= 282; created by 

researcher). 

 
 

The length of the policies in number of words was then analysed. The average 

length was M=3,170 words (SD= 1,311.1) and ranged from 281 - 9,377 words. A 

graphic representation of the distribution can be seen below in Figure 5. There was 

one outlier of 9,377 words which was more than two standard deviations away from 

the mean; this was excluded from further analyses (as recommended by Field, 2013). 
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The data in the ‘Word Count’ variable was normally distributed and met all 

assumptions for parametric analysis. 

 

Figure 5 

Distribution of the Length of the Policy (in Words) According to the Number of Policies 

(created by researcher). 

 
 

To find the relationship between the two variables, a non-parametric 

Spearman’s correlation was utilised due to the non-normal distribution of the data in 

the ‘Total Policy Score’ variable. The two-tailed correlation showed a significant 

positive relationship between the ‘Total Policy Score’ and the Length of the Policy (in 

words), rs= .64, [.563, .706],  p< .01. Figure 6 depicts the finding from this research 

question below, showing that there was a positive relationship between the number 

of words in the policy and the score received. Longer policies were more likely to 

receive a higher ‘Total Policy Score’, replicating results from other studies using this 

coding frame in different countries (i.e., Purdy & Smith, 2016; Smith et al., 2012).  
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Figure 6 

The Relationship Between the Total Policy Score and the Policy Length in Words 

(created by researcher).  

 
 

4.5 Conclusion 

Through the data analysis conducted in this study, it is evident that the vast 

majority of Irish primary schools have implemented the ABP guidelines in their anti-

bullying policy. Results from Research Question 1 showed general high compliance 

with the ABP, with the average Total Policy Score being 29 out of a maximum 34 

points. However, 13.4% of the sample have not implemented the ABP guidelines at all, 

despite the deadline for implementation being the end of the 2013/2014 school year 

(DES, 2013).  

 Results from Research Question 2 showed that most Irish primary schools do 

have supports in place for “pupils affected by bullying”, but differentiated specific 

supports for victims compared to children who bully have not been so widely included.   
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Finally, results from Research Question 3 showed that there was a significant 

positive relationship between the length and quality of the policy, indicating that 

longer policies scored higher on the content analysis coding frame. 

Based on these findings, Chapter 5 will present overall conclusions on the 

study, provide recommendations, and make suggestions for further research.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter will provide a brief overview of the research conducted, and 

summarise the findings and conclusions drawn. Recommendations based on the 

results will be highlighted, and the implications for practice and policy will be 

discussed. Two potential avenues for further research will also be suggested, before 

the chapter culminates with an overall conclusion on the research. 

 

5.2 Overview of the research 

By conducting a quantitative content analysis on anti-bullying policies in Irish 

primary schools, this study aimed to answer three research questions; 

1. To what extent have primary schools in the Republic of Ireland implemented 

the ABP (DES, 2013) guidelines in their anti-bullying policies? 

2. Do the anti-bullying policies have specific supports in place for children who 

engage in bullying behaviour as well as victims of bullying? 

3. Is there a relationship between the length and the quality of the anti-bullying 

policies? 

This research is important as no official investigation has been conducted by the Irish 

Government to assess whether schools have implemented the ABP framework in their 

anti-bullying policies, despite the Action Plan for Education (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019) 

promising to review it on three separate occasions. Schools were mandated to be fully 

compliant with the ABP by the end of the 2013/2014 school year (DES, 2013), but 
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principals surveyed in 2017 (Foody et al., 2018) indicated varying levels of compliance. 

Using a pre-designed and validated coding frame (Smith et al., 2012), a content 

analysis on primary school anti-bullying policies was thus completed (as urged by 

Foody et al., 2018; Hall, 2017). A summary of the findings and the recommendations 

drawn from them will now be provided. 

 

5.3 Conclusions and Recommendations of the Research 

The first research question investigated the extent to which primary schools 

have implemented the ABP in their anti-bullying policies, and was explored from three 

angles. Firstly, looking at the definition on bullying, the overwhelmingly positive result 

is that 86.6% of the sample have created policies that are using the definition provided 

by the ABP, as required. However, 13.4% of the schools were non-compliant, and 

neglected to include certain elements of the mandated definition including the clauses 

on material, homophobic, racial and sexual bullying, bullying due to disabilities, and 

bullying because of faith or religious belief. It is recommended that all schools review 

their policy and address any shortcomings to ensure pupils are protected against these 

forms of bullying by their school’s policy. 

Then, the individual items within the coding frame were explored to assess 

compliance. Items were ranked as “high” when more than two thirds of the policies 

included the element in their policy, and all items bar two were ranked as high in this 

sample. This is important because it shows that the vast majority of schools have 

included most elements of the coding frame in their policy, and therefore have 

created strong and detailed anti-bullying policies. 
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Finally, the average Total Policy Score for this sample was 29 out of a potential 

34 points (i.e., 85%), further indicating that Irish schools have created detailed anti-

bullying policies that are mostly compliant with the ABP. However, even though there 

was overwhelmingly positive evidence of ABP implementation, there were also 

schools with very limited to no mention of supports, of preventative measures, or of 

recording procedures in their policy. This seriously needs to be addressed.  

Based on the findings from the three sections of Research Question 1, it is 

recommended that the DES follows through on their promise to investigate the 

implementation of the ABP guidelines (DES, 2017a, 2018, 2019) and enforce it to 

ensure all pupils are protected by their school’s policy. 

The findings from the second research question showed that just under 90% of 

schools have supports in place for “children affected by bullying”, a term that 

encompasses bystanders, victims and perpetrators of bullying. This is a promising 

result and shows schools are cognisant of the need to provides supports. However, 

upon closer investigation of the data, less schools included specific supports for victims 

and specific supports for perpetrators of bullying (68.8% and 65.7% respectively), 

despite this being mandated by the ABP (DES, 2013, p. 35).  

It is therefore recommended that during the annual review of the anti-bullying 

policy, schools should research and include specific supports for these pupils. This is 

vital as previous research has shown the long-term, enduring impact bullying can have 

on Bullies, Victims, and Bully-Victims, with the worst consequences for children who 

are both victims and perpetrators of bullying (Copeland et al., 2013; Wolke et al., 

2013). They all need and are deserving of support. The Report of the Expert Group on 
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Mental Health Policy (Government of Ireland, 2006, as cited in Murray et al., 2020) 

extrapolated that the annual economic costs of poor mental health in the Republic of 

Ireland were approximately €11 billion. Therefore, a financial incentive as well as a 

moral and social one exists to tackle incidences of bullying and support those affected 

by it.  

The result from the third research question showed that there was a 

statistically significant positive relationship between the length and quality of the anti-

bullying policies, with longer policies scoring higher on the content analysis coding 

frame. This replicated results from other studies using this coding frame in different 

countries (i.e., Purdy & Smith, 2016; Smith et al., 2012). As such, it is recommended 

that schools include clear and precise procedures in their policy with plenty of detail, 

examples, and additional information and resources, to create a strong anti-bullying 

policy that is compliant with the ABP and protects the entire school community.  

 

5.4 Implications for Practice and Policy 

As implementation of the ABP was strong amongst schools (i.e., average Total 

Policy Score of 85%), it is evident that the vast majority of Irish primary schools have 

detailed anti-bullying policies in place. This result is in contrast to findings from other 

studies that utilised Smith et al.’s (2012) coding frame on anti-bullying policies in 

Northern Ireland, England and Australia respectively (e.g., Purdy & Smith, 2016; Smith 

et al., 2012; Vaill et al., 2020a), with much lower Total Scores (ranging from 40-62%). 

This is a credit to Ireland for creating the ABP and mandating schools implement it 

(DES, 2013). These other jurisdictions did not have a document like the ABP to help 
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schools create their policy at the time of the research, and as such, principals had to 

build it themselves based on what the individual institution believed to be important. 

Smith et al. (2008) advocated for more guidance from the UK Government so schools 

could maximise the effectiveness of their anti-bullying policies, which is precisely what 

the Irish Government provided. Therefore, the significance of a centralised framework 

like the ABP with guidelines and templates for building an anti-bullying policy cannot 

be underrated. It is recommended that other governments create their own guidelines 

similar to the ABP to support their schools and the entire school community in 

combatting bullying. 

Implementation fidelity refers to the extent to which policies or programs are 

delivered as planned (Dusenbury et al. 2003), and is a crucial precondition for the 

success of any policy. Just because a policy includes plenty of detailed elements does 

not necessarily mean that they will be implemented. It is therefore recommended that 

implementation fidelity of the anti-bullying policies is assessed during the annual 

policy review and / or during school inspections, to investigate whether the policies 

simply play lip service to legal requirements, or if they have a greater active meaning 

to the whole school community (Hall, 2017; Smith et al., 2008). 

Following from this, in order for policies to be implemented effectively, 

teachers need support on how to do so. Primary school teachers play a significant role 

in preventing and reacting to bullying (Smith, 2011), however, they often respond 

ineffectively (Yoon et al., 2016). If teachers are taught about key factors in child 

development, including the ways that these factors can be impacted by various risk 
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and protective influences, this can help them to prevent and react to bullying their 

schools (D’Urso et al., 2020).  

Formal pre- and in-service training for teachers in counselling, mediation, and 

conflict resolution was argued to be a critical issue for countering bullying and 

victimisation in Ireland (O’Moore, 2000), but anti-bullying training is not yet 

mandatory in Irish teacher-training courses (Teaching Council of Ireland, 2017). 

Teachers need additional training on how to effectively deal with bullying (Bradshaw 

et al., 2011; Smith, 2011), as application of research findings to teacher-training 

courses has been argued to be “woefully inadequate” (Smith, 2011, p.421). In contrast 

however, providing support to teachers in training on how to lessen bullying in their 

classrooms and schools has yielded some positive results in Ireland (James et al., 

2008). Therefore, multiple preventative and reactive measures to combat bullying are 

needed, including further teacher training, to ensure teachers can effectively 

implement the strong anti-bullying policies that are in place in Ireland. 

 

5.5 Further Research 

Two recommendations for further research will be provided, building from the 

results of this study. Firstly, as this study was quantitative in nature, further research 

could explore what specific supports schools have in their anti-bullying policies for 

children impacted by or children who engage in bullying behaviour from a qualitative 

perspective. Such analyses were beyond the score of this study, but results could 

provide valuable information on how schools plan to support their pupils.   
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Secondly, as discussed in Chapter 4, 13.4% of the policies analysed were not 

using the correct definition for bullying, showing incompliance with the mandated 

ABP. Amongst the elements of the definition that were excluded was mentioning 

identity-based bullying in the policy (by 11.5% of the sample). Bailey (2017) discusses 

in depth the incongruity of the demand the ABP made of Catholic schools to 

incorporate a clause into their anti-bullying policies which would appear to be entirely 

incompatible with their ethos; i.e., specific reference to identity-based bullying 

including transphobic and homophobic bullying. Further research could explore 

whether there was a relationship between the ethos of the school and the exclusion of 

mentioning identity-based bullying in their bullying definition.  

 

5.6 Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the research and discussed the 

conclusions drawn from each of the three research questions. Recommendations were 

made based on these findings, and implications for practice and policy were discussed. 

Two potential avenues for further research were suggested also. To conclude, this 

research is of vital importance as it marks the first investigation of the implementation 

of the ABP without relying on principals choosing to participate, and therefore limiting 

the potential of only having a sample including those already taking affirmative action 

against bullying in their schools. Overall, the vast majority of the sample was compliant 

with the ABP and had strong policies in place that scored highly on the coding frame. 

This is something for Irish schools to be proud of, and is a credit to the Irish 
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Government for creating a set of procedures that ensure schools have clear policies in 

place that provide protection for all. 

  



ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   65 
 

References 

Arseneault, L. (2018). Annual research review: The persistent and pervasive impact of 

being bullied in childhood and adolescence: Implications for policy and practice. 

Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 59(4), 405-421. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12841 

Bailey, S. (2017). From invisibility to visibility: A policy archaeology of the introduction 

of anti-transphobic and anti-homophobic bullying guidelines into the Irish primary 

education system. Irish Educational Studies, 36(1), 25–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2016.1243066 

Bhandari, P. (2022, January 31). Descriptive statistics: Definitions, types, examples. 

 Scribbr. https://www.scribbr.com/statistics/descriptive-statistics/ 

Bradshaw, C. P., Waasdorp, T. E., O’Brennan, L. M., & Gulemetova, M. (2011). Findings 

 from the National Education Association’s nationwide study of bullying: 

 Teachers’ and education support professionals’ perspectives. National 

 Education Association. 

British Educational Research Association (2018). Ethical Guidelines for Educational 

Research, Fourth Edition. https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-

for-educational-research-2018-online 

Callaghan, M., Kelly, C., & Molcho, M. (2015). Exploring traditional and cyberbullying 

 among Irish adolescents. International Journal of Public Health, 60(2), 199–206. 

 doi:10.1007/s00038-014-06387 

Campbell, M. (2018). Paper tiger or effective guidelines; the use of policies and 

 procedures to address school bullying. In H. Cowie & C. A. Myers (Eds.), School 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12841
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2016.1243066
https://www.scribbr.com/statistics/descriptive-statistics/
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018-online
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018-online


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   66 
 

 Bullying and Mental Health Risks, Intervention and Prevention, 169–179. 

 Routledge Taylor and Francis Group 

Card, N.A., Stucky, B.D., Sawalani, G.M., & Little, T.D. (2008). Direct and indirect 

 aggression during childhood and adolescence: A meta-analytic review of 

 gender differences, intercorrelations, and relations to maladjustment. Child 

 Development, 79, 1185–229. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

 8624.2008.01184.x 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research Methods in Education. In 

Contemporary Education Dialogue (6th ed.). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0973184913411116 

Coolican, H. (2004). Research methods and statistics in psychology (4th ed.). Hodder 

Arnold. 

Copeland, W. E., Wolke, D., Angold, A., & Costello, E. J. (2013). Adult psychiatric 

outcomes of bullying and being bullied by peers in childhood and adolescence. 

JAMA Psychiatry, 70(4), 419–426. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.504 

Creswell, J.W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods 

 approaches, 2nd edition. SAGE Publications 

Crick, N. R., & Grotpeter, J. K. (1995). Relational aggression, gender, and social‐

psychological adjustment. Child Development, 66(3), 710-722. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1995.tb00900.x 

Cross, D., Epstein, L., Hearn, T., Slee, P., Shaw, T., & Monks, H. (2011). National Safe 

 Schools Framework: Policy and practice to reduce bullying in Australian 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-%098624.2008.01184.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-%098624.2008.01184.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0973184913411116
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.504
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1995.tb00900.x


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   67 
 

 schools. International Journal of Behavioural Development, 35, 398–404. 

 doi:10.1177/0165025411407456 

Department of Education and Skills. (2021). Primary schools enrollment figures. 

 https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/primary-schools/ 

Department of Education and Skills. (2019). Action Plan for Education. 

 https://assets.gov.ie/24356/56207ef5c4ea4a9896ca0c5caed10579.pdf 

Department of Education and Skills. (2018). Action Plan for Education. 

 https://assets.gov.ie/24349/c5eadbca68be4e8e90da28e36f377452.pdf 

Department of Education and Skills. (2017a). Action Plan for Education. 

 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Strategy-

 Statement/ Action-Plan-for-Education-2017.pdf 

Department of Education and Skills. (2017b). Parent and student/pupil perceptions of 

 schools' actions to create a positive school culture and to prevent and tackle 

 bullying. Retrieved from 

 https://assets.gov.ie/24991/d5dd6eb8c93943d193c3da16cded7245.pdf 

Department of Education and Skills. (2013). Anti-bullying procedures for primary and 

 post-primary schools. https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-

 reports/anti-bullying-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools.pdf 

Department of Health (2014). Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey. 

 Health Promotion Research Centre. 

D’Urso, G., Symonds, J., & Pace, U. (2020). Positive youth development and being 

bullied in early adolescence: A sociocultural analysis of national cohort data. The 

Journal of Early Adolescence, 1–30. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431620931199 

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/primary-schools/
https://assets.gov.ie/24356/56207ef5c4ea4a9896ca0c5caed10579.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/24349/c5eadbca68be4e8e90da28e36f377452.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Strategy-%09Statement/%20Action-Plan-for-Education-2017.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Strategy-%09Statement/%20Action-Plan-for-Education-2017.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/24991/d5dd6eb8c93943d193c3da16cded7245.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-%09reports/anti-bullying-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-%09reports/anti-bullying-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431620931199


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   68 
 

Dusenbury, L., Brannigan, R., Falco, M., & Hansen, W.B. (2003). A review of research 

on fidelity of implementation: Implications for drug abuse prevention in school 

settings. Health Education Research, 18, 237-56 

Faucher, C., Cassidy, W., & Jackson, M. (2015a). From the sandbox to the inbox: 

 Comparing the acts, impacts, and solutions of bullying in K-12, higher 

 education, and the workplace. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 3, 

 111-125. http://dx.doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i6.1033 

Faucher, C., Jackson, M., & Cassidy, W. (2015b). When online exchanges byte: An 

 examination of the policy environment governing cyberbullying at the 

 university level. Canadian Journal of Higher Education, 45, 102-121. 

 https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v45i1.184215 

Field, A. (2013). Discovering Statistics Using IBM SPSS Statistics. Sage Publications Ltd. 

Fink, A. (2010). Survey research methods. International Encyclopedia of Education, 3, 

 152-160. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.00296-7 

Foody, M., Murphy, H., Downes, P., & O’Higgins Norman, J. (2018). Anti-bullying 

 procedures for schools in Ireland: Principals’ responses and perceptions. 

 Pastoral Care in Education, 36(2), 126–140. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859 

Foody, M., Samara, M., El Asam, A., Morsi, H., & Khattab, A. (2017a). A review of 

 cyberbullying legislation in Qatar: Considerations for policy makers and 

 educators. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, 50, 45–51. 

Foody, M., Samara, M., & O’Higgins Norman, J. (2017b). Bullying and cyberbullying 

 studies in the school-aged population on the island of Ireland: A meta-analysis. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i6.1033
https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v45i1.184215
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.00296-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   69 
 

 British Journal of Educational Psychology, 87(4), 535–557. 

 doi:10.1111/bjep.12163 

Gallo, A. (2016, February 16). A refresher on statistical significance. Harvard Business 

 Review, https://hbr.org/2016/02/a-refresher-on-statistical-significance 

Glen, S. (n.d.). Margin of error: Definition, calculate in easy steps. Statistics How To. 

 https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/hypothesis-

 testing/margin-of-error/ 

Government of Ireland. (2006). A vision for change: Report of the expert group on 

 mental health policy. The Stationery Office 

Government of Ireland. (2000). Education (Welfare) Act. The Stationary Office. 

 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2000/act/22/enacted/en/pdf 

Harrison, E. D., Fox, C. L., & Hulme, J. A. (2020). Student anti-bullying and harassment 

policies at UK universities. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 

42(5), 547–562. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1767353 

James, D. J., Lawlor, M., Courtney, P., Flynn, A., Henry, B., & Murphy, N. (2008). 

Bullying behaviour in secondary schools: What roles do teachers play? Child 

Abuse Review: Journal of the British Association for the Study and Prevention of 

Child Abuse and Neglect, 17, 160-173. https://doi.org/10.1002/car.1025 

Kärnä, A., Voeten, M., Little, T. D., Poskiparta, E., Kaljonen, A., & Salmivalli, C. (2011). A 

Large-Scale Evaluation of the KiVa Antibullying Program: Grades 4-6. Child 

Development, 82(1), 311–330. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01557.x 

Krippendorp, K. (2004). Content Analysis: An Introduction to its Methodology. Sage. 

https://hbr.org/2016/02/a-refresher-on-statistical-significance
https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/hypothesis-%09testing/margin-of-error/
https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/hypothesis-%09testing/margin-of-error/
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2000/act/22/enacted/en/pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1767353
https://doi.org/10.1002/car.1025
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01557.x


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   70 
 

Lawlor, D., & Burke, S. (2020). Education in Ireland: Statistical Snapshot. 

 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-

 rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf 

McCombes, (2022, January 19). Sampling methods: Types and techniques explained. 

 Scribbr. https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/sampling-methods/ 

McMahon, E. M., Reulbach, U., Keeley, H., Perry, I. J., & Arensman, E. (2010). Bullying 

 victimisation, self-harm and associated factors in Irish adolescent boys. Social 

 Science & Medicine, 71(7), 1300–1307. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.06.034 

McNamara, E., Murray, A., & Williams, J. (2019). Growing up in Ireland: Cohort ’08. 

 Longitudinal and Life Course Studies, 10(4), 531–546. 

 https://doi.org/10.1332/175795919X15699445254797 

Milosevic, T., Laffan, D., & O’ Higgins Norman, J. (2020). Kids’ Digital Lives in Covid -19 

 Times:  Key findings from Ireland. 11–18. https://antibullyingcentre.b-

 cdn.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Short-report_Covid_for-

 media_TM_with-Author-names-1.pdf 

Minton, S. J., O’Mahoney, M., & Conway-Walsh, R. (2013). A ‘whole-school/ 

 community development’ approach to preventing and countering bullying: The 

 Erris Anti-Bullying Initiative (2009–2011). Irish Educational Studies 32, 233–249. 

 doi:10.1080/03323315.2013.784637 

Murphy, H., Downes, P., & O’Higgins Norman, J. (2017). Anti-Bullying Procedures for 

 Primary and Post-Primary Schools: A survey of implementation among school 

 principals. https://antibullyingcentre.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/NAP-

 Report-Publish-Final-11-July-2017.pdf 

Murray, A., Smyth, E., Mangan-Ryan, A., McNamara, E., O’Mahony, D., Murphy, D., & 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-%09rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-%09rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/sampling-methods/
https://doi.org/10.1332/175795919X15699445254797
https://antibullyingcentre.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/NAP-%09Report-Publish-Final-11-July-2017.pdf
https://antibullyingcentre.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/NAP-%09Report-Publish-Final-11-July-2017.pdf


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   71 
 

 O’Reilly, C. (2020). Growing Up and Developing as an Adult: A Review of the 

 Literature on Selected Topics Pertaining to Cohort ’98 at Age 20 Years. 

 https://www.gov.ie/dcediy 

National Educational Welfare Board. (2008). Developing a code of behaviour: 

 Guidelines for  schools. 

 https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf 

O’Moore, M. (2000). Critical issues for teacher training to counter bullying and 

victimisation in Ireland. Aggressive Behavior, 26(1), 99–111. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(2000)26:1<99::AID-AB8>3.0.CO;2-W 

O’Moore, M., & Kirkham, C. (2001). Self-esteem and its relationship to bullying  

 behaviour. Aggressive Behaviour, 27(4), 269–283. doi:10.1002/ab.1010 

Purdy, N., & Smith, P. K. (2016). A content analysis of school anti-bullying policies in 

Northern Ireland. Educational Psychology in Practice, 32(3), 281–295. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2016.1161599 

Rigby, K., & Smith, P. K. (2011). Is school bullying really on the rise? Social Psychology 

of Education, 14(4), 441-455, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-011-9158-y 

Sikes, P. (2004). Methodology, procedures and ethical concerns, In C. Opie (Ed.) Doing 

 Education Research: A Guide to First-Time Researchers. doi: 

 10.4135/9781446280485 

Smith, P. K. (2011). Why interventions to reduce bullying and violence in schools may 

(or may not) succeed: Comments on this Special Section. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 35(5), 419–423. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025411407459 

https://www.gov.ie/dcediy
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(2000)26:1%3c99::AID-AB8%3e3.0.CO;2-W
https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2016.1161599
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-011-9158-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025411407459


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   72 
 

Smith, P. K., Kupferberg, A., Mora-Merchan, J. A., Samara, M., Bosley, S., & Osborn, R. 

 (2012). A content analysis of school anti-bullying policies: A follow-up after six 

 years. Educational Psychology, 28(1), 47-70. 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2011.639344 

Smith, J. & Noble, H. (2014). Bias in research. Evidence-Based Nursing, (17), 100- 101. 

 doi: 10.1136/eb-2014-101946 

Smith, P. K., Smith, C., Osborn, R., & Samara, M. (2008). A content analysis of school 

 anti‐bullying policies:  Progress and limitations. Educational Psychology in 

 Practice, 24(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1080/02667360701661165 

Teaching Council of Ireland. (2017). Initial Teacher Education Criteria and Guidelines 

 for Providers. Teaching Council. 

 https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/publications/teacher-education/initial-

 teacher-education-criteria-and-guidelines-for-programme-providers.pdf 

Ttofi, M. M., Farrington, D. P., & Lösel, F. (2012). School bullying as a predictor of 

 violence later in life: A systematic review and meta-analysis of prospective 

 longitudinal studies. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 17(5), 405–418. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.05.002 

Ttofi, M. M., & Farrington, D. P. (2011). Effectiveness of school-based programs to 

reduce bullying: A systematic and meta-analytic review. Journal of Experimental 

Criminology, 7(1), 27–56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-010-9109-1 

Vaill, Z., Campbell, M., & Whiteford, C. (2020a). An analysis of British university 

student anti-bullying policies: How British universities compare with Australian 

universities. Policy Reviews in Higher Education, 5(1), 73–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23322969.2020.1825990 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2011.639344
https://doi.org/10.1080/02667360701661165
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/publications/teacher-education/initial-%09teacher-education-criteria-and-guidelines-for-programme-providers.pdf
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/publications/teacher-education/initial-%09teacher-education-criteria-and-guidelines-for-programme-providers.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-010-9109-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/23322969.2020.1825990


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   73 
 

Vaill, Z., Campbell, M., & Whiteford, C. (2020b). Analysing the quality of Australian 

universities’ student anti-bullying policies. Higher Education Research and 

Development, 39(6), 1262–1275. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1721440 

Weber, R.P. (1990). Basic Content Analysis, 2nd Edition. Sage 

Williams, J., Greene, S., Doyle, E., Harris, E., Layte, R., McCoy, S., McCrory, C, Murray, 

 A., Nixon, E., O’Dowd, T., O’Moore, M., Quail, A., Smyth, E., Swords, L. & 

 Thornton, M. (2009). Growing Up in Ireland: The lives of 9-year-olds (Child 

 Cohort Research Report No. 1). The Stationery Office.  

 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-

 07/BKMNEXT154.pdf 

Wolke, D., Copeland, W. E., Angold, A., & Costello, E. J. (2013). Impact of bullying in 

 childhood on adult health, wealth, crime, and social outcomes. Psychological 

 Science, 24(10), 1958–1970. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613481608 

Woods, S., & Wolke, D. (2003). Does the content of anti-bullying policies inform us 

 about the prevalence of direct and relational bullying behaviour in primary 

 schools? Educational Psychology, 23(4), 381–401. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410303215 

Yoon, J., Sulkowski, M. L., & Bauman, S. A. (2016). Teachers’ responses to bullying 

 incidents: Effects of teacher characteristics and contexts. Journal of School 

 Violence, 15(1), 91–113. doi:10.1080/15388220.2014.963592 

 

  

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1721440
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-%0907/BKMNEXT154.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-%0907/BKMNEXT154.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613481608
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410303215


ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   74 
 

Appendices 

Appendix A 

SERC Ethical Approval 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ANTI-BULLYING CONTENT ANALYSIS   75 
 

 

Appendix B 

Content Analysis from Smith et al. (2012) 

Section A: Definition of bullying behaviour 

1 Have a definition of bullying?  

2 Does the definition make it clear that bullying is 

different from other kinds of aggressive behaviour? 

 

3 Mention physical bullying (hits, kicks)?  

4 Mention direct verbal bullying (threats, insults, nasty 

teasing)? 

 

5 Mention relational bullying (rumours, social 

exclusion)? 

 

6 Mention material bullying (damage to belongings, 

extortion of money)? 

 

7 Mention cyberbullying (email, text messages)?  

8 Mention homophobic bullying?  

9 Mention racial bullying (or harassment)?  

10 Mention sexual bullying (or harassment)?  

11 As well as pupil– pupil bullying, discuss the issue of 

adult/teacher – pupil bullying or vice versa? 

 

12 Mention bullying due to disabilities?  

13 Mention bullying because of faith or religious beliefs?  

Total for Section A  

 

Section B: Reporting and responding to bulling incidents 

1 State what victims of bullying should do (e.g., tell a 
teacher; should clearly apply to victims/ pupils who 
experience bullying)? 

 

2 Say how teaching staff should respond to a report of 
bullying (should specifically mention bullying, and be 
more specific than just “deal promptly”)? 

 

3 Clearly mention the responsibilities of other school 
staff (teaching assistants, lunchtime supervisors, etc.) 
if they know of bullying?  
(This should be more specific than simply referring to 
“all staff”). 

 

4 Clearly mention the responsibilities of parents if they 
know of bullying (this can include knowing if their 
child has a behaviour problem if bullying is included 
elsewhere)? 

 

5 Clearly mention the responsibilities of pupil 
bystanders if they know of bullying? 

 

6 State whether sanctions applied for bullying will 
depend on type or severity of incident? (It should be 
clear that the sanctions apply to bullying behaviour) 
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7 Mention follow-up to see whether the sanctions were 
effective? 

 

8 Discuss what action will be taken if the bullying 
persists? 

 

9 Suggest how to support the victim? (More than just 
“we will support victims”) 

 

10 Suggest how to help the pupil(s) doing the bullying to 
change their behaviour (apart from sanctions)? (More 
than just “we will support …”) 

 

11 Discuss if, when or how parents will be informed? 
(“parents will be informed” is sufficient if it clearly 
refers to bullying) 

 

Total for Section B  

 

Section C: Recording bullying, communicating and evaluating the policy 

1 Say reports of bullying will be recorded?  

2 Say who is responsible for coordinating the recording 
system? 

 

3 Show how records or survey data will be used to 
know whether the policy is working or not? 

 

4 Mention periodic review and updating of the policy?  

Total for Section C  

 

Section D: Strategies for preventing bullying 

1 Mention any of encouraging cooperative behaviour, 
rewarding good behaviour, improving school 
climate, or creating a safe environment? 

 

2 Discuss general issues of peer support (beyond B5)?  

3 Discuss advice for parents about bullying (beyond 
B4)? 

 

4 Mention the preventative role of playground 
activities or lunchtime supervisors? 

 

5 Discuss issues of inclusiveness (e.g., non-English 
speakers; pupils with learning difficulties)? 

 

6 Mention the issue of bullying on the way to school 
or happening outside school? 

 

Total for Section D  

 

Total anti-bullying policy content (34 items)  

Total length of policy (in words)  
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Appendix C 

Examples of data from Excel and SPSS spreadsheets 

 

Above is a screenshot of the list of numbers selected by the random number generator. For example, the 13th number generated was 2571. The school in 

the tab “All Schools” that was on row 2571 was selected, and its data was copy and pasted on row 13 in the tab “Total Data”.  
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The raw data can be seen here. All the schools that were selected by the random number generator are in the tab “Total Data n=482”. In the tab pictured 

above, only the data from the schools actually analysed is here. The following two tab contain the excluded data (i.e., schools without a website, and 

schools without a policy on the website). 
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The data set is visible above after being  exported to SPSS to allow for statistical analyses to be completed.  




