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Foreword

Robert Crosnoe

The same week that I received the full draft of this edited volume on the 
sociology of bullying, I happened to spend part of a long drive listening 
to a podcast about the 1999 mass shooting at Columbine High School 
in Colorado. I am not sure why I decided on that “entertainment,” given 
that I was so scarred by that massacre that I do not like to dwell on it 
too much even now so many years later, but I did. The podcast went 
through what is now a common journey of understanding, first cover-
ing the initial and long- standing explanation that the two boys resorted 
to such extreme violence because they had been victims of persistent 
bullying by the jocks and other popular students at the school and then 
discussing how that explanation gradually has been debunked over the 
years. All true. Yet, something the podcast hosts mentioned while doing 
this debunking gave me pause. As evidence that the two boys had not 
indeed been victims of persistent bullying, the hosts described how the 
boys themselves had often bullied other students, how they were neither 
low status nor high status in their high schools, and that much of the 
apparent bullying directed at them came from students with whom they 
were friends and who inhabited a similar social space as them in the 
high school. I agree that these pieces of information are true, but I— like 
many sociologists— disagree that such truths are evidence that the two 
boys had not been bullied at school.

Of course, kids can be bullied and bully, even at the same time. No, 
being bullied does not necessarily connote low social status. Yes, bul-
lying can be perpetrated within seemingly close- knit social circles. It’s 
really complicated! The stereotypes that we have about bullying are just 
that: stereotypes. They are both too broad and too shallow. As a result, 
sometimes they fit, but sometimes they do not. The only way to capture 
that complexity is to zoom in to look very closely at the people involved 
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and then, with equal attention, zoom out to better see where they are 
and how the interactions between them are embedded in a larger sense 
of time and place. We might need to use multiple lenses to get all of that 
done, but we have to try.

For decades, the scientific literature on bullying and the public de-
bates and policy agendas that literature informs have been very heavy 
on the zooming- in part. That is partly a reflection of how developmen-
tal psychologists have been such important thought leaders putting the 
risks and resilience of young people at center stage. More than scholars 
of pretty much any other scientific discipline, they have long kept us 
focused on what young people need, the challenges they face, and what 
they have to offer us. As such, the ways that we think about bullying are 
guided by how developmental psychologists study young people, which 
emphasizes individual thought and meaning, interpersonal interaction, 
and the proximate settings of daily life. This perspective dovetails with 
the cultural prism of individualism through which many Westerners— 
especially Americans— view social problems to increase its influence on 
public thought. To be clear, that psychological perspective is valuable, 
but it is only one perspective. The sociological perspective on display in 
this volume is about the zooming- out part, and more fully incorporat-
ing it into how we talk about bullying is necessary to move forward, in 
terms of both understanding the problem and doing something about it.

In this sense, this volume is not by sociologists for sociologists. It is 
by sociologists for a much broader array of readers who care about this 
issue and get that their knowledge of it should be both deep and broad 
to make a difference. We need to round out what they know.

The Dominant Story Line

This kid is a bully. This kid is a victim. When we talk about bullying, we 
tend to do so in such essentialist terms that label young people in a fixed 
way, giving them identities that follow them from day to day and place 
to place.

Historically, much of the scientific research on bullying encouraged 
this line of thinking. Bullying was seen as a psychopathology, a char-
acter trait of someone who had something wrong in the head or heart. 
Further research developed ideas about bullying and victimization that 
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were less strictly tied to the individual person but were still very much 
confined to a small social space. Such interpersonal interpretations of 
bullying were more about relations between bully and victim and how 
the characteristics of both and the ties between them converged to en-
courage one to bully the other. Here is where important concepts like 
power come into play, with bullying arising out of power imbalances 
between people.

The interpersonal approach, the consideration of power, and many 
other ecological frameworks for studying bullying are good examples of 
zooming in, but there is still more room to go. They embed individual 
people in larger social systems (i.e., more than the dyad or small group), 
but what is often missing is the large social systems at work. Social struc-
ture, status hierarchy, culture. These things matter to how all people live 
their lives, relate to others, and think about themselves, so of course they 
matter to young people. Once we bring in such ideas, we can get a bet-
ter feel for why young people do some of the things that they do that we 
really wish they would not.

Murry Milner’s book Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids, expertly described 
by Amy Best in chapter 3, is a great starting point for anyone who wants 
to see the value of looking to the system to understand bullying. It crys-
tallizes how many of the seemingly irrational behaviors of teenagers are 
actually quite rational given the system in which they live. Status is a 
valued good in their worlds, and it is something of a zero- sum game 
in which a gain by one is a loss by another. The intense competition 
for status in this zero- sum game, which itself is embedded in a context 
where any one person is merely a face in a very large crowd, breeds all 
sorts of behaviors. Some of those behaviors are prosocial and positive, 
which makes it easier for adults to understand them. Other behaviors 
are widely viewed by adults as harmful and destructive but, through 
the eyes of teenagers, are a potentially effective way of getting what they 
want. Those behaviors— even when distasteful to them— are a means to 
an end, and they often work. That type of data- driven calculus can be 
labeled with many different terms, but irrational it is not.

When I spent a long time conducting an ethnography of a large and 
diverse high school in Texas for my book Fitting In, Standing Out, I was 
able to see Milner’s way of thinking at work in many ways. For example, 
binge drinking was a widespread activity at this high school, as it is in 
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many high schools, and one that administrators and parents viewed pri-
marily as dangerous and unhealthy. That view is certainly not incorrect, 
and most of the students accepted that it was true. If they knew it to 
be true, however, why did they still engage? Well, they tended to focus 
on different dimensions of drinking— how it gave status, how it helped 
them gain entrée to events and relationships, how it was a type of social 
glue within the in- crowd— that highlighted how it could also be viewed 
as their ticket to a happier high school existence. They could weigh the 
pros and weigh the cons, and, in that moment, the former outweighed 
the latter. Consequently, I came away with an understanding of binge 
drinking that was equal parts kids not thinking at all and kids thinking 
a lot.

Bullying is the same way. To see why people bully, do not just look 
inside them to see who they are. Look outside them to see what it gets 
them in the systems in which they live. To that, I would add one more 
wrinkle, which is that sometimes the not thinking part of the equation 
is not simply about the heightened tendency for adolescent brains to 
orient toward sensation seeking over cognitive regulation. Sometimes 
they do things without thinking— or thinking much— because they are 
being guided by the norms and values of social systems that they have 
internalized so deeply that they do not have to think to act on them. This 
volume is as good as it gets in explaining why bullying arises because so-
cial systems make young people think too much and also because social 
systems guide young people even when they do not recognize that it is 
happening.

The Power of the System

Sociologists, including many featured in this volume, have shown us 
how schools and neighborhoods act as their own unique social systems, 
with opportunity structures, status hierarchies, and cultures that regu-
late and incentivize behaviors in ways that promote bullying. As just two 
examples, the different but highly complementary work of Robert Faris 
and Liann Tucker (chapter 7) and Laura Callejas (chapter 8) has dem-
onstrated that bullying is a key mechanism through which young people 
jockey for position. Indeed, bullying the right person at the right time 
is a key strategy for climbing the hierarchy that some— not all— young 
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people try. It often brings rewards, and the promise of rewards keeps 
young people trying. Otherwise, it might fade away or at least be con-
fined to psychopathology. With this strategic jockeying within a system, 
the same young people can bully and be bullied, sometimes on the same 
day, and young people who know each other and consider themselves 
friends may experience periods as bully and victim within their relation-
ship over time.

This interplay of bullying, strategy, and reward is why sociologists 
argue that bullying should not be discussed as solely a characteristic of 
the person or even really as a behavioral attribute. It is situational, some-
thing that emerges from a specific set of circumstances that come and go 
and incentivize young people in different ways at different times.

When thinking about schools and neighborhoods as social systems 
that encourage the use of bullying as a not irrational social strategy for 
some youth, we also must follow the lead of the sociologists featured in 
this volume who argue that these systems are strongly influenced by the 
social currents in the broader society that organizes them. In the United 
States, for example, the capitalistic ethic of winning, heteronormative 
modes of thinking, and the norms of the gender binary that are per-
sistent within larger cultural systems (e.g., media, law) filter down into 
school curricula, neighborhood relations, and other institutional and 
interpersonal processes of daily lives to shape what social status looks 
like to young people and how they think they need to act to gain sta-
tus or avoid losing status. Chapters 4 (Smith and Payne), 5 (Pascoe), 14 
(Magrass and Derber), and 6 (Miller) vividly illustrate the often insidi-
ous ways that ideas and practices filter down through the set of concen-
tric circles of social systems in which individual people operate. Here is 
where we should return to the “not thinking” I mentioned above. Young 
people may consciously act on such internalized messages to get ahead 
and/or protect themselves, but sometimes they just act without too 
much consciousness. In both cases, bullying can result.

Using sociology to round out the way that we— as individual people, 
as a society— interpret and explain bullying is not simply about our 
knowledge and understanding. It is also about action. If we think that 
bullying is psychopathology or that it is about interpersonal power, we 
develop prevention and intervention efforts guided by that way of think-
ing. If bullying is about much more, our prevention and intervention 
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efforts will never achieve the results we want because they are incom-
plete, narrow. To prevent or stop bullying, systems have to change— 
concrete systems encapsulated by schools and neighborhoods but also 
the broader and more abstract systems that help to determine what goes 
on in those concrete systems. The final chapters of this volume— by Mi-
gliaccio (9), Shepherd (10), Harger (11), and Raia- Hawrylak (13)— delve 
into the challenges of doing so but also reinforce the vital need to meet 
those challenges. What does the system incentivize and why? What do 
we do to change those incentives? Perhaps posing these questions is the 
real contribution of this volume, even more than the answers it provides 
to other kinds of questions.

Sociological Understanding as Public Understanding

In his first chapter of this volume, Randall Collins touches on an impor-
tant lesson that I have learned studying young people, teaching them, 
and, now, parenting two of them. That lesson is that young people often 
know better than adults about the major phenomena that affect their 
lives. With bullying, young people really do understand some basic truths 
more than adults, which is why they are often dismissive of adults’ lec-
tures about bullying and/or efforts to reduce bullying. At the same time, 
building some common ground with young people around those basic 
truths gives adults an in to build on those basic truths with more system-
atic knowledge of the problem and, potentially, to take more effective 
action.

Every year that I have taught first- year students at the University of 
Texas, I have talked in my classes about bullying from a sociological 
perspective— featuring much of the scholarship and many of the schol-
ars in this volume— and have been amazed time and again how much 
it resonates with college students’ own experiences in the K– 12 system. 
It speaks to them and what they knew to be true but perhaps had not 
yet been able to articulate. Why couldn’t they articulate it? I think that 
one reason is that their parents and teachers never talked to them about 
bullying in a sociologically informed way. This volume is one way to 
change that.
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Introduction

Christopher Donoghue

We don’t have any bullying in this school! These were the words of a 
principal from a private elementary school I once advised in a bullying 
consultation. His choice of words and his emphatic tone made it clear 
that this was a mantra he had expressed before and one in which he 
firmly believed. Surely he thought, if there were bullies in his school 
he would know about them. Mean kids always stick out! As the popular 
opinion goes, boy bullies are bigger than other kids and pick on the 
weak to convince others not to challenge them. Girl bullies, on the other 
hand, are the super pretty ones, preoccupied with their looks and lack-
ing remorse when they spread rumors and exclude their weaker peers 
or slut- shame one another. Or maybe he thought there were not any 
misfits among his kids for the others to pick on. Since it was a highly 
religious school, he probably was not aware of many openly LGBTQ 
students, and if he was, current standards of decency would tell him 
that they were the ones who needed to be protected the most from other 
students. So luckily for him, his school had no bullying, and he would 
be praised simply for being forward thinking enough to have engaged 
in the consultation.

Since the 1970s, psychologists have dominated the vast wealth of re-
search on adolescent bullying, and this work has occurred in front of a 
backdrop of grave concern in recent years over a rise in school shoot-
ings and suicides by young victims of bullying. The media have also 
contributed to the intensity of the response, particularly on cyberbul-
lying among children, which has been depicted as a modern epidemic 
that celebrities and politicians alike have been striving to address with 
advocacy, outreach programs, documentaries, and internet campaigns. 
Anti- bullying programs, new school personnel, and rigid state laws have 
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followed, and they have been accompanied with a booming new indus-
try of therapists and psychiatrists who aim to properly treat both bullies 
and victims alike.

It is something of an enigma then that the first book on a sociology 
of bullying has been missing from our shelves for so long. Aggressive 
behavior among children is firmly in the realm of sociological interest, 
and sociologists have so much to offer this field, especially considering 
the many social forces and contextual realities that are at play in bullying 
situations. Sociologists are also keenly aware that aggressive children are 
imitating behaviors they are taught by adults, and this makes the anti- 
bullying movement troubling since there is so little interest in stopping 
adults from bullying. So the absence of sociological voices on the topic 
of bullying might make you wonder if they think that Kids will be kids! 
or Bullying is just a rite of passage!

As surprising as it sounds, however, the explanation might be that so-
ciologists do not view bullying as abnormal behavior. In fact, many might 
define it as normal behavior, especially in total institutions like prisons, 
schools, and psychiatric departments of hospitals where the conditions 
are perfect for it. The inmates (or patients or students) in these spaces 
have some autonomy, but they are subject to many restrictions on their 
freedoms.1 There are social rewards they can pursue (e.g., early release 
for inmates or academic honors for students), but they do not have the 
power to choose what they are. Oftentimes people subjected to these con-
ditions create their own informal reward systems like popularity contests 
or memberships in desirable cliques, clubs, or gangs. This argument was 
laid out by Murray Milner in his 2004 book Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids, 
and as Amy Best explains in chapter 3, this work has greatly influenced 
the sociological study of aggressive adolescent behavior.

Now just because bullying might be normal, this does not mean all 
students experience it, nor does it mean it cannot be reduced. Estimates 
from the National School Crime and Victimization Survey show that 
about 20 percent of children between the ages of twelve and eighteen 
reported being bullied in 2015 and 2017.2 But bullying statistics do not tell 
the whole story, especially since they mainly rely on self- reported victim-
ization. Surveys about involvement in bullying also overlook the fact that 
children suffer from bullying at school and at home even when they are 
not directly being victimized. This is exemplified by the challenges faced 
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by students with disabilities, LGBTQ students, and ethnic and racial mi-
norities when they attend school in an atmosphere that is rife with biases 
such as ableism, heteronormativity, cisnormativity, and racism.

The authors in this book explore an array of sociological (and also 
criminological) approaches to bullying. If you are familiar with the 
existing adolescent bullying research, we anticipate you will find their 
perspectives to be different, and sometimes unexpectedly thought- 
provoking. One thing most of the chapters have in common is that they 
challenge the psychological paradigm that bullying is best understood as 
an individual phenomenon. Instead, these authors take a broader view 
that incorporates theory on social networks, school culture, symbolic 
interactionism, and macrosociological causes. Rather than individual-
izing bullying, they address it as a byproduct of social systems, biases, 
and status hierarchies. Other works in the volume focus on debates over 
the definition of bullying, the successes and failures of anti- bullying pro-
grams, and the benefits of triangulating research methods on bullying. 
Before getting into them, let us briefly review the departure that sociol-
ogy takes from psychological research on bullying.

The Psychology of Bullying versus  
the Sociology of Bullying

The psychologist Dan Olweus is arguably the most well- known expert 
on bullying. According to his definition, bullying is a form of repeated 
intentional aggression against another person or group in a situation in 
which the aggressor has more power than the victim.3 It may include 
physically aggressive behavior (as in pushing, punching, kicking, or 
pinching), verbal abuse (such as name- calling, slut- shaming, or using 
slurs or epithets), social bullying (exclusion, rumor telling, or avoid-
ance), or cyberbullying in which the bullies use technology (phones, 
computers, or video game consoles) to aggress against others in virtual 
spaces, such as through texts, direct messaging, live chats, and social 
media. Bullying may also take the form of threats, intimidation, or dam-
age to another’s property.

The Olweus definition of bullying has stood the test of time in the 
field of psychology and in education policy and research, even though it 
has many critics. Some argue that intentionality is too hard to measure, 
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that the power differential is often unclear, and that the narrow criteria 
just miss too many forms of aggression that obviously look like bul-
lying.4 Arguments have been made to include sexual harassment and 
other forms of generalized aggression that might not involve a power 
imbalance.5 Adolescents also seem out of touch with the Olweus defini-
tion. Research shows that they do not use the same language to define 
bullying as school personnel do (e.g., “repeated acts” and “power im-
balance”) when given the chance to use their own words.6 This book 
features fresh critiques of the psychological definition of bullying by 
Robert Faris and John Faris in chapter 2 and Melissa Smith and Eliza-
bethe Payne in chapter 4.

These disagreements about the definition notwithstanding, psycho-
logical research has brought bullying to the forefront among issues in 
education, and it has led to a proliferation of anti- bullying campaigns, 
outreach, and laws. It is common now for children and parents to re-
port that bullying is going on in school (or in the vicinity of school), 
and it is normal for schools to measure their school climate and levels 
of bullying with surveys. A myriad of health research has also emerged 
to demonstrate the harms of being a bully, a victim, and a bully- victim 
(those involved in both). These include anxiety, depression, lack of sleep, 
and various somatic illnesses such as stomachaches and headaches.7 The 
research on these conditions has led to better practices for school coun-
selors, psychologists, and social workers.

Historically, psychologists have relied upon an individual paradigm 
for understanding why bullying occurs among adolescents. This means 
they identify children as bullies, victims, and bully- victims, and they use 
mainly quantitative research to identify personality traits, demographic 
characteristics and individual experiences that are reliable predictors of 
involvement in bullying. For example, psychological research has shown 
that bullies are callous or overly prone to peer pressure.8 Or they are 
responding to repeated provocations, acting out due to a lack of sleep, 
or failing to predict negative consequences of their actions.9 These ex-
planations suggest there are things about the bullies that lead them to 
abuse others, and we see this theme in popular culture as well, although 
the movies and TV shows that feature bullies are normally colored by 
stereotypes that often do not align with the psychological literature. In 
these depictions, bullies are seen as cowards pretending to be tough, 
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kids who lack self- esteem, or victims of past abuse who are taking it out 
against others to get revenge or to make themselves feel better. These 
images are pervasive, children believe them, and they seem to confirm 
the common view that schools need to do a better job of finding and 
punishing the bullies.10

This individualistic view of bullying has left psychology vulnerable to 
the criticism that it does not take into account other social factors that 
are at play. Following the work of Bronfenbrenner, however, psycholo-
gists have addressed this claim by employing social ecological theory 
to examine the roles played by parents, teachers, administrators, and 
school communities in bullying.11 Some sociologists like Todd Migliac-
cio, Hana Shepherd, and Brent Harger see potential in this approach. In 
chapters 9, 10, and 11, they look for ways that psychology and sociology 
can work together on bullying by blending social ecological theory with 
symbolic interactionism. They find that child and teacher interactions 
are integral to the development of ideas and norms about what bully-
ing is, which behaviors are acceptable, and how bullying should be ad-
dressed in schools. Others such as Yale Magrass and Charles Derber in 
chapter 14 argue that psychology is still not up to the task of accounting 
for social power in bullying relationships. Ann Farrell and Tracy Vail-
lancourt refute this idea in their response to the chapter, demonstrating 
cases where power is built into the social ecological framework.

But is psychology the only appropriate starting point for understand-
ing bullying? Are the anti- bullying programs that this research has in-
spired the best remedy for addressing bullying? The sociological essays 
in this volume suggest that the answer is no, or as Charles Derber and 
Yale Magrass argue, we cannot Just Say No to Bullying!12 In their view, 
bullying is embedded in America’s system of militarized capitalism. Bul-
lying is something that Americans are taught to do at a young age in 
order to survive and to get ahead. From their point of view it is puzzling 
that we have decided to punish the bullies and treat them with psychiat-
ric medication, since the hidden reality is that they are engaging in the 
behaviors that adults ultimately expect them to excel at later in life.

A key difference between the psychology of bullying and the sociol-
ogy of bullying is that sociologists consider the act of bullying, and not 
the bullies or the victims themselves, to be the most appropriate unit of 
analysis. As C. J. Pascoe has argued, by introducing a nonpathological 
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approach to bullying, sociologists aim to interrogate the impact of so-
cial forces on bullying among adolescents, such as inequality, hetero-
normativity, militarized capitalism, racism, cancel culture, power, and 
competition.13 This is a key objective in this book as well. By advancing 
sociological perspectives on bullying, it is our goal to shift the national 
conversation from one that focuses on villainizing bullies and evoking 
sympathy for victims to one that encourages an inward look at the as-
pects of our culture that foster bullying behavior among children.

We see this kind of sociological approach in The Bully Society by Jes-
sie Klein, who identifies bullying as the cause of many school shoot-
ings in the latter part of the twentieth century and the early part of the 
twenty- first.14 Klein describes young people as status obsessed and apt 
to mimic the behaviors they see in adults as a way to gain praise and 
popularity. In a similar vein, social network theorists view bullying as a 
behavior that adolescents see as instrumental to social climbing.15 It may 
be a surprise to hear that social network theorists find that children with 
relatively high social standing in schools actually exhibit some of the 
lowest levels of aggression toward others. In fact, some evidence shows 
that they are even more likely to become victims than others, and they 
sometimes suffer more from these abuses than other children.16 These 
studies further indicate that the young people who use aggression to get 
ahead are often strategic about it, selecting victims based on perceptions 
of their own dominance or the level of popularity for the victim, and 
that it often works.17 It may also be a surprise to hear that aggressors 
often victimize their own friends. We learn more about that in a study 
by Laura Callejas in chapter 8.

Most anti- bullying programs now employ a “whole- school” approach, 
which is largely based on social ecological theory, but in sociology sym-
bolic interactionist theory is equally important to understanding the 
value of that strategy. Sociologists working on this research add a more 
nuanced account of social context and macro- level forces to the psy-
chological model. In Bullying as a Social Experience, Todd Migliaccio 
and Juliana Raskauskas do this by opening up ways of understanding 
school communities that rely less upon the quality of relationships be-
tween individuals and more upon the power dynamics between them.18 
According to their modified ecological view, it is the understanding and 
negotiation of power in a school community that best defines the reasons 
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why bullying occurs. So in contrast to the “whole- school” anti- bullying 
programs that discourage aggressive behavior by creating warmth, set-
ting rules, or establishing an anti- bullying ethos, these sociologists aim 
to identify the cultural biases and inequalities that foster bullying in a 
school community and strive for greater inclusiveness within them. We 
learn more about the effectiveness of whole- school strategies in chapter 
12, by Denise Wilson, Kirsten Witherup, and Allison Ann Payne.

Toward a Sociology of Bullying

To be clear, sociological research on power and aggression among ado-
lescents is anything but new. So it makes sense to question whether 
sociologists should use the term “bullying” more often. Could this new 
field weaken our efforts to protect children by dividing our research into 
different camps? If some of us use the term “bullying” while others focus 
on power and aggression more generally, could we be limiting our abil-
ity to bring about change?

One answer to these questions is that the word “bullying” is very im-
portant to people right now, even if they cannot agree on what it means. 
Children and parents see bullying as a particular kind of aggression that 
can be cruel, humiliating, and unfair. They use the word to call atten-
tion to subtle forms of aggression that can be hurtful even if we do not 
see them. The invisibility of these gestures can be so complete that it is 
impossible to find them and reduce them, such as when children use 
coded gestures, vague social media posts, or oddly specific memes to 
hurt one another. Ignoring the term might make us seem tone- deaf, and 
it could put us at a loss in our efforts to help schools discourage them. 
But of course we are still handcuffed by the problem that bullying is so 
hard to define.

Maybe it seems like the exact definition of bullying is unimportant, 
but these definitions matter to parents and children, state legislators, 
and those tasked with enforcing anti- bullying laws. Consider the chil-
dren who have had the bravery to voice complaints about getting bullied 
only to find out that the behavior does not meet their school’s or state’s 
definition of what is punishable by the local anti- bullying rules. These 
kinds of fears and frustrations are commonly experienced by children 
and parents.19 The problem of defining bullying is also important since 
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studies show that when children are offered a definition of bullying on a 
survey, or even when the word “bullying” appears on the questionnaire, 
they are less likely to say that it has happened to them.20 Some think 
children may simply define an act as bullying as long as it is “mean” or 
only if the victim was sufficiently harmed.21

These considerations suggest that we do need a word for this kind 
of aggression, and it is our position that sociologists have an important 
perspective to bring to the topic. The authors in this volume have done 
this in a variety of ways. Some have taken a macro approach by exam-
ining the broad social forces that encourage bullying behavior among 
children. Others have explored the impact of heteronormativity and 
cisnormativity on schools and their anti- bullying efforts. Social net-
work theory is used by some to understand how children use aggressive 
behavior as a means to achieve desirable ends. Anti- bullying programs 
and methods for studying bullying are reviewed in other chapters and 
critiqued from a sociological perspective. Some authors have sought to 
modify the traditional definition of bullying. Still others have refined the 
symbolic interactionist theories about how norms around bullying are 
established and enforced. In the next section I describe the organization 
of the book and highlight some of the parallels, and also the disagree-
ments, between the chapters.

Organization of the Volume

The volume begins with an essay by Randall Collins, in which he argues 
that the recent explosion of media coverage on bullying implies that the 
problem is bigger now than it ever was, even though logic dictates oth-
erwise. According to Collins, the term “bullying” has long been used to 
refer only to an abusive relationship between stronger (normally older) 
members of a group and weaker ones, the so- called network isolates. We 
see it in places like prisons, where the inmates have so little freedom and 
also scarce protections from their aggressors by the staff. Collins argues 
that as the media (and perhaps social scientists too) have dropped this 
restrictive definition and broadened the term, we have artificially cre-
ated a popular perception that bullying is on the rise, and this may not 
be warranted. However, in a response to Collins, Robert Faris and John 
Faris argue in chapter 2 that the Olweus definition upon which Collins 
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relies is greatly flawed. Faris and Faris instead call for a thin definition 
of bullying that depicts the act as a malicious and unnecessary form of 
cruelty. As we will see in other parts of the book, several other authors 
push the definition of bullying in different ways as well. For example, 
Smith and Payne in chapter 4 propose a new sociological definition that 
can be used in schools, and Callejas in chapter 8 argues for the inclusion 
of conflict among friends in the bullying criteria.

In chapter 3, Amy Best discusses the enduring significance of Freaks, 
Geeks, and Cool Kids by the recently departed Murray Milner. As Best 
explains, Milner’s suggestion was that we focus our attention on the 
structure of status relations among adolescents. If we can understand 
the often invisible status hierarchies they develop, we can see the ways 
they use aggression instrumentally to climb them. Milner argues that, 
ironically, it is their lack of power that makes adolescents so determined 
to garner the respect of their peers. The extent of their obsession with 
status can be so extreme that they create caste- like systems that are so 
rigid that they deem some of their peers to be essentially untouchable, 
since association with them can lower their own status. The theory is 
important from a macrosociological point of view because Milner ties 
it to the enterprising nature of businesses that capitalize on adolescent 
consumer behavior by selling them the status symbols (e.g., fad cloth-
ing styles and high- end electronics) that they use to draw lines between 
themselves and others. It is also influential in social network research 
that has confirmed many of the hypotheses Milner set forth in the book 
but did not have the evidence to test.

The next two chapters deal with stigma and bias in education. Melissa 
Smith and Elizabethe Payne in chapter 4 make a strong case for inject-
ing a sociology of bullying into school policy. Drawing upon their years 
of research and advocacy in the state of New York, they argue that bul-
lying needs to be addressed not only with anti- bullying programs but 
also with structural changes to the heteronormative culture in schools. 
Existing anti- bullying programs are organized with a deficit framework 
for LGBTQ students, they argue, as this population is perceived to be 
vulnerable to attacks and in need of protection. But why do LGBTQ 
students begin with this disadvantage? The answer can be found in the 
heteronormative and cisnormative culture that oppresses them so com-
pletely in both the formal and the informal curricula at school. Thus, 
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ending cruelty, harassment, and other forms of aggression against 
LGBTQ students requires a more complete cultural rejection of these 
biases, and this can occur only when teachers are more adeptly trained 
in inclusiveness and state policy makers work toward structural change 
in school climate.

In the following chapter, C. J. Pascoe compares two ethnographies 
that she performed a decade and a half apart in two different schools 
to demonstrate different manifestations of bias based on gender and 
sexuality. In her older work we see signs of what she calls interactional 
homophobia expressed outwardly in verbal and physical gestures. In this 
school it was normal for students to insult one another with slurs related 
to their sexuality that sounded homophobic (e.g., fag), even though, as 
Pascoe noted in Dude, You’re a Fag,22 they were really intended to dem-
onstrate their own successes in living up to heteronormative standards 
of masculinity and to degrade others for failing at it. In Pascoe’s later 
ethnography, we see a school that has so palpably sanctioned an insti-
tutionalized form of heteronormativity that it perceives the best way to 
address bullying against LGBTQ students is to just punish their aggres-
sors rather than aim for a more inclusive culture. Wisely, the LGBTQ 
students remark that they would rather be accepted than protected.

Following this, in chapter 6 Sarah Miller analyzes the ways that two 
anti- bullying campaigns she observed reinforce harmful gender norms. 
In these programs, girls and boys were taught to stop bullying in ways 
that are surprisingly consistent with larger societal stereotypes about 
masculinity, femininity, and aggression. Girls were taught that they 
are their own worst enemies, as femininity, not gender inequality, puts 
girls at odds with one another. Stop harming one another and girls will 
be better off, they are taught, with no consideration paid to the struc-
tural forces that shape their conflicts or the role that boys often play in 
their victimization. Boys on the other hand were encouraged to stop 
aggressing like girls because relational aggression is not manly behavior 
and because the days are gone when they could have gotten away with 
it. Further, both boys and girls are taught that the age of social media 
and increased reporting of harassment means that they need to be ever 
vigilant in how they handle conflict at school, as their futures could be 
in jeopardy. In Miller’s account, we see something Collins was keenly 
aware of in chapter 1, that if adults rigidly promote behaviors that are 
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out of step with youth understandings of aggressive behaviors, they run 
the risk of appearing clueless. In fact, this is exactly what we see in some 
of the students’ responses to the adult messaging in the study. Some of 
them saw right through the adult biases and felt even more oppressed 
and misunderstood.

In the two chapters that follow, social network theories are used to 
analyze bullying. In Milner’s classic work on peer aggression, young 
people are thought to be status obsessed. It’s the blend of limited power 
and growing autonomy that makes them desire status so much. But in 
chapter 7, Robert Faris and Liann Tucker ask, if they are so consumed 
with status, why don’t more of them use aggression to achieve it? Evi-
dence available even to the children themselves shows that bullying oth-
ers can be effective in raising their standing. But surprisingly, the data in 
this chapter and elsewhere show that most adolescents are not strongly 
driven to become more popular, preferring instead to invest in a few 
close friendships.23

In chapter 8, Laura Callejas calls for consideration of interpersonal con-
flict between friends as a form of status-seeking behavior that may escalate 
to bullying, even when it does not include physical aggression. Engagement 
in conflict generally may arise more frequently than traditional bullying 
in schools given its more subtle nature, and conflict with friends specifi-
cally may be less risky than challenging those outside of one’s friendship 
group. Just like the way that bullying a weaker peer can raise one’s status in 
school, engaging in conflict with friends can bring status rewards as well. 
Like Faris and Tucker in the previous chapter, Callejas places a greater 
emphasis on the motivation for the conflict, rather than the status of the 
target. The results of her empirical tests show that interpersonal conflict 
between friends raises one’s brokerage status or betweenness centrality, 
although only for boys, and in this way it can be successfully used to ac-
complish the same goals as aggressing against the weak.

In chapter 9, Todd Migliaccio uses the modified social ecological 
view of bullying to analyze race, class, and income as forms of different-
ness that are associated with bullying.24 The modified social ecological 
view situates bullying behavior inside larger systems, and systems within 
systems, such as the school, the community, and culture. In this essay, 
Migliaccio pushes the analysis further by considering not only how eth-
nic and racial minorities might experience different levels of bullying in 
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their communities, but also how divisiveness in national politics, such as 
that which was seen during the Trump era, can influence bullying based 
on race, ethnicity, and class. For example, Migliaccio argues that local 
debates over whether to adopt an antiracist teaching curriculum such 
as the 1619 Project or to support a curriculum based on patriotism, as 
in the former president’s favored 1776 Commission, may have fostered 
feelings of disconnection between children of color and their schools.

In the next chapter, by Hana Shepherd, we see that this same process 
of social reproduction can work in reverse. In a theory that Shepherd 
calls the interactionist norm account of culture, an argument is made 
for the ability of adolescents to influence norms through their own be-
haviors. Shepherd’s approach is different from Migliaccio’s in that she 
focuses less on individual perceptions of meaning and more on how 
those perceptions— and the behaviors they engender— become shared 
by adolescents in school. In this way, a school culture can become con-
ducive to high levels of bullying when aggressive behaviors are deemed 
acceptable and effective, but it can also discourage bullying when stu-
dents outwardly reject it, and we see evidence of this in her research. In 
the earlier chapters of this volume, we hear explicit and implicit calls for 
adults and school personnel to enact a cultural shift. Here we see signs 
that children can also participate in a shift through their actions and 
endorsements of one another’s behavior.

In chapter 11, by Brent Harger, we see these same two sources of so-
cialization (institutional bias and actor behavior) depicted together as he 
uses inhabited institutionalism to examine how individual approaches 
to bullying are perpetuated and reproduced in two elementary schools. 
Much like the school principal discussed in the opening paragraph of 
this chapter, some of the adults Harger observed did not think bullying 
was a problem. In this study, students and adults defined acts as bul-
lying when they fit their stereotypes and overlooked them when they 
did not. This allowed both students and adults to see their behaviors 
in more favorable ways, with aggressive students defining themselves 
as non- bullies and adults claiming the legitimacy of their anti- bullying 
efforts. Despite the presence of widespread aggressive interactions be-
tween students, then, to define bullying as an issue to be addressed at 
the level of school culture would have been inconsistent with the beliefs 
of many that there were very few “bullies” to address.
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The next chapter considers the successes and failures of anti- bullying 
programs from a sociological and criminological perspective. In chapter 
12, Wilson, Witherup, and Payne review the anti- bullying literature and 
find that whole- school approaches are the most successful at reducing 
bullying perpetration and victimization because they operate at multiple 
levels with multiple components. Individual outcomes in these programs 
result from the complex interplay between individuals and their environ-
ments, which are further influenced by developmental and contextual 
periods of time. Programs that fail to include peers, families, schools, and 
the broader community are unlikely to make real and lasting changes to 
the prevalence of bullying. While approaches such as the Olweus Bully-
ing Prevention Program and restorative justice have been associated with 
positive outcomes, their effects are sometimes modest. Given such find-
ings, important areas for future research that aim to improve and adapt 
programs based on the specific needs of all levels of the social ecological 
model are discussed. In other chapters in the volume we hear from au-
thors who call for a greater departure from approaches that only support 
the individual paradigm of bullying and do not call for a greater culture 
change. This movement advocates for a more sociological engagement 
that takes the entire school culture into account.

In chapter 13, Alicia Raia- Hawrylak makes the unsettling observation 
that school climate and bullying survey data may look the same in two 
schools in the aggregate, despite the presence of very obvious differ-
ences in the levels of aggression that can be seen in the classrooms. Since 
the advent of anti- bullying laws in the United States, many schools have 
turned to schoolwide surveys to measure bullying victimization. But the 
questions raised above about how children define bullying and the ex-
tent to which they understand adult terms for it suggest that this lack of 
fit between quantitative data and real experiences is not all that surpris-
ing. Raia- Hawrylak explains the mismatch as a product of the classroom 
idiocultures, or localized understandings of bullying and what it means 
to be victimized, that students develop as they interact with one another 
at school. As other authors observe in this volume, school culture is im-
portant to understanding bullying, but here we see that smaller subcul-
tures are relevant too, and they may defy our measurement efforts at the 
school level. Addressing this problem is complex and necessarily points 
to the need for more mixed- methods research.
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In chapter 14, Yale Magrass and Charles Derber expound upon the 
argument in Bully Nation,25 that bullying is an extension of milita-
rized capitalism and that children who bully are paradoxically doing 
what they have been trained to do, which is get ahead by pushing 
others down. They also make the case that psychologists and school 
counselors are too eager to treat bullies with therapy and medication. 
According to the authors, nothing can “solve the problem” of bullying 
because no one really wants it to be solved; and without it, militaristic 
capitalism would collapse and the elite would lose their wealth and 
power. In a response to this piece in the next chapter, Ann Farrell and 
Tracy Vaillancourt refute the idea that psychologists view most bullies 
as disturbed and in need of professional treatment. They argue that 
more commonly psychologists see bullies as less prosocial or lacking 
in empathy. They also contend that psychologists have already moved 
well beyond the individual level in their framing of bullying, and this 
can be seen in the ways that social power is built into the social eco-
logical perspective of bullying.

Setting a Goal for the Sociology of Bullying

The goal of this book is not to reflect upon what sociologists have learned 
about bullying or to make an argument that sociology is better for under-
standing bullying than psychology. Its objective is to advance the sociology 
of bullying as a relevant and important framework for understanding and 
defining the problem. The success of our efforts can be measured only 
over time. Will our colleagues in sociology pick up the baton and push 
this research forward? Will sociologists advocate for cultural change? Will 
they earn a seat at the consulting tables of schools and districts where 
the challenging work is done to create anti- bullying policies, or push for 
the creation of school sociologist positions? These are questions we would 
 prefer to receive positive answers to, but we also hope to advance a sociology 
of bullying by inspiring our colleagues in psychology, education, counsel-
ing, and other fields to consider the sociological aspects of their work.

Notes
 1 Milner, 2004.
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 3 Olweus, 1978, 1993.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Introduction | 15

 4 Carrera et al., 2011; Cascardi et al., 2014; Chan, 2009; Cheng et al., 2011; Cunning-
ham et al., 2010; Mishna, 2004.

 5 Donoghue and Raia- Hawrylak, 2016; Stein, 2002.
 6 DeLara, 2012; Donoghue et al., 2015; Donoghue and Raia- Hawrylak, 2016; Harger, 

2016; Monks and Smith, 2006; Vaillancourt et al., 2008.
 7 Gini et al., 2014; Hymel and Swearer, 2015; Klomek et al., 2009; Kowalski and 

Limber, 2013; Krizan and Herlache, 2016; Løhre et al., 2011; Nielsen et al., 2015; 
Smokowski et al., 2014; Swearer et al., 2010; Turner et al., 2013.

 8 Swearer and Hymel, 2015.
 9 Crick and Dodge, 1994.
 10 Thornberg, 2010, 2011.
 11 Bronfenbrenner, 1979.
 12 Derber and Magrass, 2017.
 13 Pascoe, 2013.
 14 Klein, 2013.
 15 Faris and Felmlee, 2011.
 16 Faris and Felmlee, 2014; Felmlee and Faris, 2016.
 17 Faris, 2012; Faris and Ennett, 2012; Veenstra et al., 2007; Veenstra et al., 2010.
 18 Migliaccio and Raskauskas, 2016.
 19 Bird, 2020; Farzan, 2019.
 20 U.S. Department of Justice, 2017.
 21 Donoghue et al., 2015; Guerra et al., 2011.
 22 Pascoe, 2011.
 23 Faris and Felmlee, 2011.
 24 Swearer and Hymel, 2015.
 25 Derber and Magrass, 2017.

References
Bird, Sophie. 2020. “Almost 25% of Parents in Kent Say Their Child’s School Didn’t 

Handle Bullying Situations to Their Satisfaction.” KentOnline, July 6. www.kenton 
line.co.uk.

Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1979. The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by 
 Nature and Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Carrera, María Victoria, Renée DePalma, and María Lameiras. 2011. “Toward a More 
Comprehensive Understanding of Bullying in School Settings.” Educational Psychol-
ogy Review 23 (4): 479– 499.

Cascardi, Michele, Cathy Brown, Melinda Iannarone, and Norma Cardona. 2014. “The 
Problem with Overly Broad Definitions of Bullying: Implications for the Schoolhouse, 
the Statehouse, and the Ivory Tower.” Journal of School Violence 13 (3): 253– 276.

Chan, John H. F. 2009. “Where Is the Imbalance?” Journal of School Violence 8 (2): 177– 190.
Cheng, Ying- Yao, Li- Ming Chen, Hsiao- Chi Ho, and Chih- Ling Cheng. 2011. “Defini-

tions of School Bullying in Taiwan: A Comparison of Multiple Perspectives.” School 
Psychology International 32 (3): 227– 243.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://www.kentonline.co.uk
http://www.kentonline.co.uk


16 | Christopher Donoghue

Coleman, James. 1961. The Adolescent Society: The Social Life of the Teenager and Its 
Impact on Education. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Crick, Nicki R., and Kenneth A. Dodge. 1994. “A Review and Reformulation of Social 
Information- Processing Mechanisms in Children’s Social Adjustment.” Psychologi-
cal Bulletin 115 (1): 74.

Crosnoe, Robert. 2011. Fitting In, Standing Out: Navigating the Social Challenges of High 
School to Get an Education. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011.

Cunningham, Charles E., Lesley J. Cunningham, Jenna Ratcliffe, and Tracy Vaillan-
court. 2010. “A Qualitative Analysis of the Bullying Prevention and Intervention 
Recommendations of Students in Grades 5 to 8.” Journal of School Violence 9 (4): 
321– 338.

DeLara, Ellen W. 2012. “Why Adolescents Don’t Disclose Incidents of Bullying and 
Harassment.” Journal of School Violence 11 (4): 288– 305.

Derber, Charles, and Yale R. Magrass. 2017. Bully Nation: How the American Establish-
ment Creates a Bullying Society. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas.

Donoghue, Christopher, and Alicia Raia- Hawrylak. 2016. “Moving Beyond the Em-
phasis on Bullying: A Generalized Approach to Peer Aggression in High School.” 
Children & Schools 38 (1): 30– 39.

Donoghue, Christopher, Dina Rosen, Angela Almeida, and David Brandwein. 2015. 
“When Is Peer Aggression ‘Bullying’? An Analysis of Elementary and Middle 
School Student Discourse on Bullying at School.” Qualitative Research in Education 
4 (1): 26– 44.

Faris, Robert. 2012. “Aggression, Exclusivity, and Status Attainment in Interpersonal 
Networks.” Social Forces 90 (4): 1207– 1235.

Faris, Robert, and Susan Ennett. 2012. “Adolescent Aggression: The Role of Peer Group 
Status Motives, Peer Aggression, and Group Characteristics.” Social Networks  
34 (4): 371– 378.

Faris, Robert, and Diane Felmlee. 2011. “Status Struggles: Network Centrality and 
Gender Segregation in Same-  and Cross- Gender Aggression.” American Sociological 
Review 76 (1): 48– 73.

———. 2014. “Casualties of Social Combat: School Networks of Peer Victimization and 
Their Consequences.” American Sociological Review 79 (2): 228– 257.

Farzan, Antonia Noori. 2019. “A Teenager Said There Was a Rapist at Her School. She 
Was Suspended for Bullying.” Washington Post, October 8. www.washingtonpost 
.com.

Felmlee, Diane, and Robert Faris. 2016. “Toxic Ties: Networks of Friendship, Dating, 
and Cyber Victimization.” Social Psychology Quarterly 79 (3): 243– 262.

Gini, Gianluca, Tiziana Pozzoli, Michela Lenzi, and Alessio Vieno. 2014. “Bullying 
Victimization at School and Headache: A Meta- analysis of Observational Studies.” 
Headache 54 (6): 976– 986.

Guerra, Nancy G., Kirk R. Williams, and Shelly Sadek. 2011. “Understanding Bullying 
and Victimization during Childhood and Adolescence: A Mixed Methods Study.” 
Child Development 82 (1): 295– 310.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.washingtonpost.com


Introduction | 17

Harger, Brent. 2016. “You Say Bully, I Say Bullied: School Culture and Definitions of 
Bullying in Two Elementary Schools.” Education and Youth Today 20:93– 121.

Hymel, Shelley, and Susan M. Swearer. 2015. “Four Decades of Research on School 
 Bullying: An Introduction.” American Psychologist 70 (4): 293.

Klein, Jessie. 2013. The Bully Society: School Shootings and the Crisis of Bullying in 
America’s Schools. New York: New York University Press.

Klomek, Anat Brunstein, Andre Sourander, Solja Niemelä, Kirsti Kumpulainen, Jorma 
Piha, Tuula Tamminen, Fredrik Almqvist, and Madelyn S. Gould. 2009. “Child-
hood Bullying Behaviors as a Risk for Suicide Attempts and Completed Suicides: 
APopulation- Based Birth Cohort Study.” Journal of the American Academy of 
Child& Adolescent Psychiatry 48 (3): 254– 261.

Kowalski, Robin M., and Susan P. Limber. 2013. “Psychological, Physical, and Aca-
demic Correlates of Cyberbullying and Traditional Bullying.” Journal of Adolescent 
Health 53 (1): S13– S20.

Krizan, Zlatan, and Anne D. Herlache. 2016. “Sleep Disruption and Aggression: Impli-
cations for Violence and Its Prevention.” Psychology of Violence 6 (4): 542.

Løhre, Audhild, Stian Lydersen, Bård Paulsen, Magne Mæhle, and Lars J. Vatten. 2011. 
“Peer Victimization as Reported by Children, Teachers, and Parents in Relation to 
Children’s Health Symptoms.” BMC Public Health 11 (1): 278– 284.

Migliaccio, Todd, and Juliana Raskauskas. 2016. Bullying as a Social Experience: Social 
Factors, Prevention and Intervention. London: Taylor & Francis.

Milner, Murray, Jr. 2004. Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids: American Teenagers, Schools, 
and the Culture of Consumption. London: Taylor & Francis.

Mishna, Faye. 2004. “A Qualitative Study of Bullying from Multiple Perspectives.” 
Children & Schools 26 (4): 234– 247.

Monks, Claire P., and Peter K. Smith. 2006. “Definitions of Bullying: Age Differences 
in Understanding of the Term, and the Role of Experience.” British Journal of Devel-
opmental Psychology 24 (4): 801– 821.

Nielsen, Morten Birkeland, Tone Tangen, Thormod Idsoe, Stig Berge Matthiesen, and 
Nils Magerøy. 2015. “Post- traumatic Stress Disorder as a Consequence of Bullying 
at Work and at School: A Literature Review and Meta- analysis.” Aggression and 
Violent Behavior 21:17– 24.

Olweus, Dan. 1978. Aggression in the Schools: Bullies and Whipping Boys. Washington, 
DC: Hemisphere.

———. 1993. Bullying at School: What We Know and What We Can Do. London: 
Blackwell.

Parker, Stephen, Donna Eder, Professor Donna Eder, and Catherine Colleen Evans. 
1995. School Talk: Gender and Adolescent Culture. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press.

Pascoe, C. J. 2011. Dude, You’re a Fag: Masculinity and Sexuality in High School, with a 
New Preface. Berkeley: University of California Press.

———. 2013. “Notes on a Sociology of Bullying: Young Men’s Homophobia as Gender 
Socialization.” QED 1 (1): 87– 104.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



18 | Christopher Donoghue

Smokowski, Paul R., Caroline B. R. Evans, and Katie L. Cotter. 2014. “The Differential 
Impacts of Episodic, Chronic, and Cumulative Physical Bullying and Cyberbully-
ing: The Effects of Victimization on the School Experiences, Social Support, and 
Mental Health of Rural Adolescents.” Violence and Victims 29 (6): 1029– 1046.

Stein, Nan. 2002. “Bullying as Sexual Harassment in Elementary Schools.” Jossey- Bass 
Reader on Gender Education 2002:409– 428.

Swearer, Susan M., Dorothy L. Espelage, Tracy Vaillancourt, and Shelley Hymel. 2010. 
“What Can Be Done about School Bullying? Linking Research to Educational Prac-
tice.” Educational Researcher 39 (1): 38– 47.

Swearer, Susan M., and Shelley Hymel. 2015. “Understanding the Psychology of 
Bullying: Moving toward a Social- Ecological Diathesis- Stress Model.” American 
Psychologist 70 (4): 344– 353.

Thornberg, Robert. 2010. “Schoolchildren’s Social Representations on Bullying Causes.” 
Psychology in the Schools 47 (4): 311– 327.

———. 2011. “ ‘She’s Weird!’— The Social Construction of Bullying in School: A Review 
of Qualitative Research.” Children & Society 25 (4): 258– 267.

Turner, Michael G., M. Lyn Exum, Robert Brame, and Thomas J. Holt. 2013. “Bully-
ing Victimization and Adolescent Mental Health: General and Typological Effects 
across Sex.” Journal of Criminal Justice 41 (1): 53– 59.

U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 2015. “School Crime Supple-
ment (SCS) to the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS).” Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Justice.

———. 2017. “School Crime Supplement (SCS) to the National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS).” Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice.

Vaillancourt, Tracy, Patricia McDougall, Shelley Hymel, Amanda Krygsman, Jes-
sie Miller, Kelley Stiver, and Clinton Davis. 2008. “Bullying: Are Researchers and 
Children/Youth Talking about the Same Thing?” International Journal of Behavioral 
Development 32 (6): 486– 495.

Veenstra, René, Siegwart Lindenberg, Anke Munniksma, and Jan Kornelis Dijkstra. 
2010. “The Complex Relation between Bullying, Victimization, Acceptance, and 
Rejection: Giving Special Attention to Status, Affection, and Sex Differences.” Child 
Development 81 (2): 480– 486.

Veenstra, René, Siegwart Lindenberg, Bonne J. H. Zijlstra, Andrea F. De Winter, Frank 
C. Verhulst, and Johan Ormel. 2007. “The Dyadic Nature of Bullying and Victimiza-
tion: Testing a Dual- Perspective Theory.” Child Development 78 (6): 1843– 1854.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



19

1

The Inflation of Bullying

Randall Collins

Bullying was once a fairly well- defined phenomenon.1 Recently the term 
has been expanded by journalists, by politicians, and in popular expres-
sion. What difference does it make what we call these events? The word 
is being used to cover differing types of conflict, which have different 
causal paths, and thus very different implications for what to do about 
them, and for the damage done.

Traditional bullying is picking on network isolates— victims who are 
lowest in the group status hierarchy, who lack friends and allies and lack 
the emotional energy to defend themselves. Bullying is a repetitive rela-
tionship, the same bullies persistently domineering and tormenting the 
same victims. The classic version was in British boarding schools, where 
older boys were allowed to make a younger boy into a servant, carrying 
their books, cleaning their rooms, and generally deferring and taking 
orders. Nineteenth- century school administrators regarded this system 
as a salutatory way for boys to learn discipline; but it often intensified 
into maliciousness, physical abuse, and commandeering the younger 
boy’s possessions. Some boys became school bullies.2 The system was 
called fagging, and the younger boys were called fags; this was the origin 
of the slang term for homosexuals, although that was not its original 
connotation.

Bullying is not a single event but an ongoing relationship, that is, a 
network tie with asymmetrical content: one side bullies the other, never 
vice versa. It has a specific network location: bullies are not the top of 
the status hierarchy but midlevel, not very popular themselves, but ag-
gressors rather than victims. Bullying should not be confused with a 
dominance contest over who is the top- ranking male, which centers on 
the top contenders, and matches good fighters and leading personalities 
against each other. Bullying is exploitation by a particularly predatory 
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type of individual from the middle against the bottom. In effect bullies 
make up for not very good social skills by picking on those who are even 
worse. Being a bully is not just anybody who fights; it is a specialized 
role in the status hierarchy, and not a very honorific one.

Classic bullying arises in total institutions like prisons, boarding 
schools, or camps. Key conditions are as follows: there is no escape from 
close contact with the same set of people; reputations are widely circu-
lated; and the split between control staff and inmates creates a code of 
no snitching, which cuts off victims from protection by authorities. The 
totalness of institutions is a continuum; as the strength of these variables 
increases, we may expect bullying relationships to be more frequent.

Classic bullying should be distinguished from scapegoating, where 
everyone in the group gangs up on a single victim. Usually this is some-
one who is blamed for a community catastrophe or otherwise becomes 
the center of hostile attention. Scapegoating tends to be a single- shot 
event rather than an ongoing relationship. The scapegoat might be low- 
ranking, an isolate, a new arrival, or a cultural deviant; but scapegoats 
can also be selected from the elite. This happens in scandals, where the 
secondary scandal— threatening supporters of the scandalous individual 
with contagious blame if they don’t join the condemnatory majority— 
can rapidly strip even eminent persons of support.

Scapegoating is not carried out by bullies seeking individual domi-
nance but is genuinely a mass- participation ritual of community solidar-
ity, self- righteous Durkheimian unity at its least attractive. Scapegoating 
tends to arise in tightly integrated communities— not the hierarchical 
ones characteristic of bullying; in complex societies, scapegoating re-
quires a huge media frenzy to generate a comparable amount of focus 
and social pressure. It is misleading to refer to all kinds of personal con-
flict as bullying, even if it does happen in school or among young people. 
Bullying, as a repetitive, unequal relationship among individuals, where 
distinctive bullies target low- status isolates, has a very different structure 
and causality than two- sided fights. Among the latter are:

Individual honor contests: Two rivals square off against each other, whether 
with fists, blades, or guns, informally or under conventional rules like a 
duel. Honor contests are almost never top against the bottom, because 
there is no honor to be gained unless you show you can beat someone of 
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considerable prowess, or at least stand in with them. This is a reason why 
bullies have mediocre status at best.

Intergroup fights: Horizontal struggles between rival gangs, ethnic groups, 
schools, or neighborhoods. These can be pretty nasty, in part because the 
antagonists tend to be mutually closed Durkheimian communities, so 
they have no moral compunctions against vicious tactics; on the verbal 
level, they are prone to derogatory stereotyping, including racial slurs. 
And because confrontational tension makes fighting difficult to carry out 
in real life, groups are most successful when they engage in ambushes, 
drive- bys, or ganging up on outnumbered members of an opposing group 
who happen to stray into vulnerable territory. Thus, actual incidents be-
tween gangs or ethnic groups may have something of the look of bullying, 
where a stronger group beats up on a weaker. News stories about a single 
incident cannot tell us whether it is bullying or not. Horizontal conflict is 
not a repetitive relationship of institutionalized inequality, but generally a 
sequence of alternating tactical advantages.

Another important difference is that intergroup violence chooses its 
targets as members of a group, not as low- status isolates. For this rea-
son, intergroup violence is probably not as psychologically debilitating 
as being a bully victim and may even give emotional energy and soli-
darity. In contrast to bullying, which leaves victims with very negative 
self- images, intergroup violence often gives members meaningful self- 
narratives— one of the main attractions of belonging to a fighting group.3

Some intergroup fights combine with aspects of bullying, where 
a weaker group is repeatedly attacked by a stronger group. Instances 
include school- majority Black students attacking academically better- 
performing Asian minorities (e.g., in Philadelphia high schools in 2009– 
2010). But although one side is dominant in the violence, there is an 
element of horizontal conflict as well, as the two groups compete with 
different resources— violence versus academic capital.

Insult contests: Individuals bragging, boasting and making gestures about 
their alleged superiority to others. This can be done in a tone of entertain-
ment and humor, or it can be hostile and malicious, attempting to establish 
emotional dominance; it can remain contained, or escalate in emotional 
tone and physical violence. Ethnographies of gangs and youth culture show 
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a great deal of this. Although insults can be part of a bullying relationship, 
where they serve to maintain emotional dominance, or to provoke the 
victim into futile and humiliating outbursts, nevertheless such insults are 
not part of an unequal relationship. Moves in an insult contest are often 
reciprocal and may be compatible with equality and even a ritualistic form 
of play producing solidarity. An observer cannot simply classify all insults 
as bullying, without seeing what kind of relationship it is.

Malicious gossip: This is a form of insult, but instead of being in your face, al-
lowing the possibility of direct response, negative gossip is indirect. Gossip 
is felt to be more unfair, because it is harder to counteract. Nevertheless, 
malicious gossip is not necessarily bullying. It does not always, or even 
generally, take the form of an attack on those at the bottom; often it is an 
attack on those at the top, and on leaders of rival groups. Nor need gossip 
originate from bullying specialists. Most importantly, malicious gossip is 
often two- sided, between factions mutually attacking each other.

Research on children’s and adolescent’s status systems shows that girls 
tend to engage in more verbal attacks than boys. This is sometimes re-
ferred to as bullying, but before deciding, we need to examine the struc-
ture of relationships. Outcomes can be quite different, depending on 
whether the target is isolated, or herself a well- integrated member of a 
clique. Girls’ two- sided quarrels in the goldfish bowl of school or neigh-
borhood may well be the equivalent of gang fighting for boys, manufac-
turing a sense of excitement and meaningful narratives for their lives. 
How you experience this depends on your network location.

Research Methodology Makes a Crucial Difference

There are widely disparate reports on the amount of bullying in schools. 
High estimates come from using survey questions that ask whether 
someone is subjected to being left out of activities, name- calling, rumors, 
teasing, sexual comments, threats, pushing, or hitting.4 But we have no 
way of knowing from such answers whether these are two- sided fights, 
insult contests, or teasing games; or if they fit the bullying pattern of 
repeated, asymmetrical aggression between specialists in domineering 
isolated low- status victims. We can tell the dynamics of bullying— and 
other varieties of violence— only if we explicitly ask whether these 
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aggressive actions are reciprocated; if they are repeated, and between 
whom; and what the network positions are of these individuals in the 
status hierarchy.

As it stands, there is no good evidence to suggest there is any more 
widespread bullying than in the past; conceivably real bullying could be 
lower, as schools have become more control- oriented. What seems cer-
tain is that the appearance of an epidemic of bullying has been created 
by inflating the definition, so that it now includes all kinds of horizontal 
fighting, and indeed any negative expressions at all among children.

Bottom Line

Many different kinds of conflicts can take place in closed communities 
like schools, both in direct confrontation and via old and new media. 
Bullying has the most severe results for its victims, chiefly because they 
are in isolated network positions. Other kinds of conflict may actually 
generate a good deal of solidarity and meaningfulness for partici-
pants, albeit at the cost of some physical casualties and organizational 
disruption.

But bullying can be recognized only if one knows the location of par-
ticipants in their social networks. Teachers may not have a very good 
sense of the network and status structure that is the context for any 
particular event of name- calling, exclusion, or violence. It may seem 
that the best policy is simply to ban everything that is the slightest bit 
aggressive or negative. School administrators, who are even further 
from the action, are even less likely to know the social realities on the 
ground.

Kids themselves can generally tell the difference between the class 
bully being mean to an isolate and playful teasing among friends, honor 
contests, or group rivalries. Officials trying to impose discipline by blan-
ket orders, prohibiting all less- than- ideal middle- class- politeness, may 
get a certain amount of surface compliance— if they invest enough re-
sources in monitoring. But such authorities also convince the kids that 
adults are rigid doctrinaires, clueless about what is really going on. The 
result may be nothing worse than to reinforce the normal suspiciousness 
on the part of the youth underground against official authorities. More 
seriously, it may make some kids feel they are being unjustly punished 
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for acts misunderstood by self- righteous adults, reinforcing a spiral of 
alienation and defiance that is a component of criminal careers.

The practical advice may not be easy to carry out, but it is this: learn 
the network structure of the group and judge all conflict in terms of its 
location.

Notes
Editor’s Note: For a response to this essay, see chapter 2 by Robert Faris and John Faris.
 1 A longer version of this paper appeared in Collins, 2011.
 2 Collins, 2008.
 3 Jackson- Jacobs, 2009.
 4 Bradshaw et al., 2007.
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2

The Taxonomy of Harm

A Response to Collins

Robert Faris and John Faris

Confronted with infinite variety, every taxonomist must decide which 
similarities are important and which differences are not. Early plant tax-
onomists, such as Shen Nung, emperor of China (ca. 3000 BCE) and the 
Greek Dioscorides (40– 90 CE), grouped them according to their practi-
cal and medicinal uses, ignoring obvious physiological differences. For 
Aristotle, the presence of blood was the fundamental distinction, one 
that, with the exception of the crocodile icefish, corresponds with the 
structural properties of vertebrates still used in classification today; his 
tertiary categorization, however, grouped bats, birds, and bees together. 
Linnaeus’s emphasis on sex organs did not differentiate between conifers 
and castor beans.

Though each of these early taxonomists increased the raw number 
of scientific distinctions made about flora and fauna, by modern stan-
dards they were all “lumpers,” to use Darwin’s term. Modern taxonomy, 
conversely, is dominated by “splitters,” and not just in biology: begin-
ning with its earliest predecessor in 1918, what became psychiatry’s 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual added at least eighty new mental dis-
orders with each new edition until the comparatively modest increases 
of thirty- two and fifteen in the DSM- IV and DSM- 5, respectively.1 Car-
rying on the modern turn toward splitting, Randal Collins— whose 
own contributions to the sociology of conflict are enormous— offers a 
taxonomy of harm, including a honed version of Dan Olweus’s scien-
tific description of bullying, juxtaposed with a litany of other conflicts. 
Here, we offer an alternative conception and make a case for lumping 
along the way.
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The Long Shadow of Olweus

Dan Olweus is one of the few scholars to have created an entire subfield 
of study, and it is his definition of bullying that Collins refers to above. 
Olweus’s trailblazing research in the 1970s, culminating in the 1978 pub-
lication of Bullies and Whipping Boys, marks the beginning of bullying 
as a subfield, distinct from the established field of aggression. Not con-
tent to merely study bullying, Olweus also tried to prevent it, developing 
an intervention program that has been implemented widely in Europe 
and elsewhere. Today, Olweus’s research has been cited at least forty 
thousand times, and bullying is a multidisciplinary subfield, spanning 
psychology, education, social work, and sociology, with several journals 
dedicated exclusively to the topic and nearly a hundred thousand aca-
demic articles on it.

Olweus was a giant, with shoulders broad enough for generations of 
scholars to stand upon. But he was not a god, and if the field he created 
is to progress it must move beyond his conceptualization of bullying, 
which is simultaneously too narrow, overly broad, and plagued by tau-
tology. Its widespread embrace led the field to pathologize bullying and 
ignore its instrumental uses for too long. Today, its popularity is now 
met with dissatisfaction in nearly equal measure, but thus far dissent 
has failed to coalesce around a single alternative, leading two prominent 
scholars to conclude, in 2003, that “perhaps the most challenging aspect 
of bullying prevention programming is reaching a consensus on a defi-
nition of bullying.”2 A decade later, they were joined by other leading 
researchers in concluding that little conceptual progress had been made 
and there was still no adequate definition of bullying.3 In my own work 
(RF), I sidestepped this definitional debate, resorting to terms like “ag-
gression” and “victimization.” But the word “bully” is too entrenched in 
the popular imagination to cede or jettison, with rhetorical power that 
none of its synonyms carries. It evokes visceral memories for those of us 
who have experienced it. So we must define it.

From the beginning, the chief conceptual problem with bullying has 
been distinguishing it from the more general concept of aggression. 
It is easy to observe that bullying is different from other conflicts and 
fights, but it is difficult to say exactly how it is different. Olweus’s influ-
ence is such that every subsequent conceptualization has had to either 
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embrace or at least engage with his original one: “aggressive behavior or 
(1) intentional harmdoing which is carried out (2) repeatedly and over 
time in an interpersonal relationship characterized by (3) an imbalance 
of power” (italics and numbering ours).4

All three of Olweus’s criteria entail problems, and none are integral 
to youths’ own definitions of bullying,5 but perhaps most controversial 
is the requirement that bullying be repeated over time. While repetition 
may compound the harm done to victims, lasting damage can arise from 
single incidents as well.6 Tyler Clementi’s suicide, apparently instigated 
by the discovery that his roommate had filmed and tweeted about his 
romantic encounter with another man, is one of several widely publi-
cized tragedies that did not conform to the accepted definition of bully-
ing, despite inspiring multiple anti- bullying campaigns.7 Considerations 
such as these led the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to ex-
pand its definition of bullying to also include harmful behaviors with a 
“high likelihood” of being repeated.8 Left unspecified, however, is how 
the likelihood of repetition is to be assessed.

By contrast, the requirements that bullying be intentional and involve 
a power imbalance have achieved some form of scholarly consensus, 
with Olweus and others insisting that they are the central characteristic 
of bullying.9 But what conscious action could not be said, at least in 
retrospect, to have had some intention or goal underlying it? The pros-
pect of ulterior motives means true ones are elusive, nor can they neces-
sarily be inferred from outcomes: the group solidarity achieved by the 
scapegoating mob could be an incidental byproduct of finger pointing 
by individuals diverting attention away from their own shortcomings.10 
Power imbalances are similarly difficult to discern, even in the seem-
ingly straightforward case of physical capacities for violence (otherwise 
there would be no betting on prize fights), as Collins brilliantly demon-
strated in earlier work.11

Methodological problems aside, Olweus’s definition of bullying is 
both too narrow and overly broad. Too narrow in that it excludes, with 
minimal theoretical or empirical justification, significant harms that 
may have been caused by a single incident or by an equal (or even a 
social inferior, as can occur in digital forums). Too broad insofar as any 
intentional harm qualifies as bullying, so long as it meets the other cri-
teria. Consider the following hypothetical examples involving a popular 
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student, Pat, and a socially marginal one, Kerry: A) Pat repeatedly breaks 
into Kerry’s locker to steal money; B) Kerry breaks into Pat’s locker, finds 
an embarrassing photo of Pat wearing Mickey Mouse ears, and posts it 
on Instagram for their whole school to see. By standard definitions,12 A 
is bullying and B is not, even though many teenagers would find the lat-
ter scenario to be profoundly humiliating, while none would recognize 
the former as bullying.

If disagreements about definitions were merely semantic, they could 
be resolved through translation. But definitions are optical devices that 
guide what we look at and how we look at it, and rarely does a defini-
tion state outright that it is a microscope instead of a telescope. As such, 
they are capable of smuggling theories into scholarship; arguably that is 
what happened with Olweus’s. Specifically, its requirements that bullying 
involve a power imbalance and be repeated over time focused its opti-
cal lens on antisocial and pathological behaviors, cropping from view 
instrumental, normalized cruelties— which are less likely to be repeated 
and more likely to be directed at rivals rather than subordinates. This is 
probably why it took more than two decades for scholars to discover that 
bullies are often in fact quite popular, and use a wider and more subtle 
array of tactics than previously believed.13

The Taxonomy of Harm and the Case for Lumping

It is that trend toward more expansive notions of what bullying is and 
who does it that Collins bucks by adopting Olweus’s definition and 
further restricting it with the additional requirement that victims be 
socially isolated and perpetrators of middling status. This more restric-
tive conception of bullying necessitated a recategorization of adjacent 
forms of conflict (previously thought of as bullying), cumulating in a 
taxonomy.

Just as spines differentiate cats from crayfish, for Collins social loca-
tion distinguishes these different types of conflict, and offers the com-
parative advantage of being somewhat observable (at least relative to 
motives or power). But it is not easily fixed: status hierarchies are far 
more fluid than would be expected. High- status individuals are in fact 
attractive targets of not just gossip, as Collins anticipates, but also other 
types of attacks,14 including verbal harassment, ostracism, and even 
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physical violence, all of which overlap significantly.15 Victims sometimes 
turn the tables on bullies, symmetrizing what began as an asymmet-
ric relationship. Retaliation is possible in real- life bullying, if not by the 
definition above. The “species” described in this taxonomy— dominance 
contests, scapegoating, honorific duels, intergroup fights, insult contests, 
malicious gossip— can all mutate and interbreed, propagating hybrids 
that arguably approximate bullying.

But even if we could pinpoint a conflict’s location in the shifting sands 
of adolescent social structures, what purpose is served by using this to 
“split” harmful acts into a taxonomy? Collins’s primary motivation is 
to forestall “concept creep,” or the overuse and expansion of a term to 
the point of meaninglessness, the danger being that “bullying” winds up 
describing trivial conflicts and justifying hypersensitivity.16 Yet for most 
of the categories described above, there is no evidence that they corre-
spond to systematic differences in the severity of damage they cause— 
the basis of categorization in most criminal justice systems, which mete 
punishment largely according to the amount of harm done, considering 
questions of intent and motive only secondarily (sometimes not at all).17 
We have, for instance, little cause to anticipate that victims of boarding 
school bullies, prominent subjects of malicious gossip, and scapegoats 
for hostile crowds experience consistently different degrees of trauma.

To be clear, the conflicts Collins describes are not all the same— some 
are apples, others oranges. But they aren’t fruit salad either. To extend 
what will become an unfortunate metaphor, the messy reality of adoles-
cent conflicts might be better approximated by smoothies, with different 
flavors perhaps, but often the same aftertaste.18

A Thin Alternative

Collins’s description of bullying is specific but also thick, to borrow 
Gould’s term,19 in the sense that his reconceptualization not only 
includes detailed criteria but also approximates a narrative, with a set-
ting (total institutions), motives (compensation for poor social skills), 
and consequences (further isolation for victims). In contrast, Gould 
makes a case against narrow, thick concepts in favor of thin, broad ones, 
with just enough specificity to retain their core meaning.20 To offer yet 
another analogy, murder in the first degree is defined as intentional and 
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premeditated, but homicide is simply the killing of a human, regardless 
of intent, motive, or lack thereof. Thin concepts facilitate measurement, 
just as it is easier to record a homicide than it is to establish first- degree 
murder. More importantly, they invite empirical inquiry into the social 
relationships and motivations typical of bullying (or homicide) instead 
of building them into the definition. For example, defining bullying as 
asymmetric and motivated by inadequacy would have forestalled the 
discoveries that retaliation is relatively likely,21 that perpetrators are 
typically high status,22 or that the desire for popularity motivates much 
of it.23

There is a methodological advantage to adopting a thin, readily 
measurable definition of bullying, but there is an even greater moral 
imperative for embracing a broad one encompassing a wide range of in-
cidents. No one will ever mount a national campaign to prevent scape-
goating, gossip, or related humiliations, but those experiences should 
not be sidelined by restrictive definitions and their targets should ben-
efit from prevention efforts. Best to cast a wide net.

However, broadening the concept by simply excising the repetition 
and power imbalance criteria would render it indistinguishable from 
general aggression. We must heed Collins’s warning about concept 
creep, which can render a term hollow just as hyperinflation does cur-
rency. It must retain some core meaning, which is to be taken seriously. 
To us, its essence is cruelty, and all of the taxa described by Collins can 
propagate it.

Arguably, cruelty is integral to the concept of bullying, much more so 
than power differences, location, repetition, or even harm, which is not 
specific enough: it is the wantonness, the unnecessary malice, the extra 
twist of the knife that is degrading, humiliating, and deeply personal. 
One might object that cruelty is subjective, but unlike power and mo-
tive, it is at least readily observable. Indeed, the American justice system 
has developed a robust legal standard of cruelty for spouses and animals 
alike, and routinely adjudicates criminal and civil cases on that basis. It 
is not the infliction of pain alone but its seeming purposelessness that 
defines cruelty: pain inflicted in the name of some larger commitment 
embraced by its targets— such as might occur in the course of military 
training, hazing rituals, or other unpleasantries occurring during rites of 
passage— is not cruelty. Nor does it encompass all intentional, harmful 
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actions that yield commensurate gains for their perpetrators, for many 
of them are self- explanatory: the mugging victim does not wonder why 
she was robbed, nor is she likely to take it especially personally, no mat-
ter how traumatized she is. Cruelty, by contrast, defies understanding, 
and rather than a means to an end, can seem like an end in itself, though 
often only superficially. But even when cruelty serves some longer- term 
goal like higher status, it remains gratuitous since there are superior 
means of achieving it (and, given its ephemeral nature, better goals to 
pursue).

Of course, equating all instances of cruelty to bullying errs by decon-
textualizing a fundamentally “local,” circumscribed process. A cutting 
remark, never to be repeated, directed at a passing stranger at an air-
port or state fair has different implications than the same one- off remark 
about a schoolmate, for several reasons. First, prolonged exposure to 
their tormentors forces victims to continually revisit their trauma. Sec-
ond, victims who routinely encounter their bullies risk continued abuse 
and are likely to live in fear of this possibility even if it never material-
izes. Finally, the social psychological consequences of bullying to a great 
degree depend on the audience, or potential audience, for them, and on 
how long that audience remains in the figurative theater formulating 
their impressions of those onstage and witnessing the damage to their 
reputations. Methodologically, it is also more feasible to assess the ex-
pectation of continued exposure to a perpetrator than the likelihood of 
repetition. We therefore conceive of bullying as acts of cruelty or mean-
ness, with no ostensible purpose beyond malice, occurring between people 
with reason to anticipate prolonged exposure to one another.

Conclusion

By now, it is clear that bullying— by any definition— is not inherently 
pathological and antisocial. More often than not, it is normalized, routine, 
and instrumental. Yet the alternative conception offered here, centered as 
it is on the experience of the targets of cruelty, makes no claims about the 
underlying motivations for it, be they social climbing, jealousy, or psycho-
logical pathology. It does not smuggle any theories, or embed explanation. 
There are many potential reasons for cruelty, and they are better investi-
gated as empirical questions rather than (un)stated assumptions.
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Ultimately, this redefinition is unlikely to recategorize most of what 
we already thought of as bullying, except, ironically, for the hoary cliché 
about forcibly stolen lunch money on the playground. Most of what in-
volved repeatedly harming defenseless schoolmates would also qualify 
as cruel. Much more importantly, this alternative encompasses the ex-
perience of Tyler Clementi, as well as the smaller, daily heartaches of 
the teen being ostracized for the first time, or whose attempt to retain 
honor through fisticuffs backfired spectacularly, or who was asked out as 
a joke, or who was the subject of a demeaning rumor, or who was shoved 
into a toilet. These cruelties may look a little different, but they are all of 
the same species.

Notes
 1 Kawa and Giordano, 2012.
 2 Espelage and Swearer, 2003.
 3 Hymel et al., 2013, cited in Volk et al., 2014.
 4 Olweus, 1978.
 5 Vaillancourt et al., 2008.
 6 Ybarra et al., 2014; Arora, 1996.
 7 Tyler Clementi Foundation, https://tylerclementi.org.
 8 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019.
 9 Olweus, 2010; Rodkin et al., 2015; Volk et al., 2014.
 10 Small and Cook, 2021.
 11 Collins, 2008a.
 12 For an exception, see the Ontario Ministry of Education (2020) definition: “Bul-

lying is defined as a form of repeated and aggressive behaviour directed at an 
individual or individuals that is intended to cause (or should be known to cause) 
fear and distress and/or harm to another person’s body, feelings, self- esteem, or 
reputation.”

 13 Vaillancourt et al., 2003; Espelage and Holt, 2001; Farmer et al., 2003.
 14 Faris and Felmlee, 2014.
 15 Faris and Felmlee, 2011.
 16 Haslam, 2016.
 17 The Huli tribe of Papua New Guinea, for instance, use village courts (or “worry 

courts”), which often ignore intent, to adjudicate disputes; while living in the area, 
I (R. F.) learned of a clan forced to pay significant compensation to the family of a 
boy who fell to his death from a tree on their land, though it was no fault of their 
own.

 18 One might anticipate that two- sided conflicts would stand out as oranges 
among these apples, and indeed they are different, but not in their potential 
for harm. Duels, insult contests, and fights may all begin between ostensible 
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equals— or, as Gould so elegantly theorized, between those whose relative rank 
is ambiguous— but the losers of these bouts may experience intolerable humili-
ation, sufficient to drive them to murder. Absent cultural scripts for face saving 
(e.g., losers of duels retained honor, provided they survived), the vanquished 
may suffer humiliating indignities and reputational damage equivalent to that 
of victims of bullying.

 19 Gould, 2003.
 20 Gould, 2003.
 21 Faris et al., 2020.
 22 Faris and Felmlee, 2011.
 23 Faris and Ennett, 2012.
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The Role of Status in Bullying

On Murray Milner’s Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids

Amy L. Best

Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids: American Teenagers, Schools, and the 
Culture of Consumption, by the recently deceased sociologist Murray 
Milner,1 is an arguable classic. Milner answers the question of why teens 
can be capable of such cruelty and meanness toward each other. This 
question has long puzzled parents, teachers, and just about any other 
adult who has had a front- row seat to the theater of adolescent behavior.

Milner didn’t set out to explain bullying when he started studying 
American teenagers. In truth, his intellectual interests could hardly 
be said to be about teens. Milner’s aspirations were largely theoretical. 
His career as a scholar was primarily focused on building the type of 
conceptual scaffolding social scientists can use to empirically explain 
wide- ranging social phenomena. Milner’s real fascination was with sta-
tus, how status systems operate and the status relations emanating from 
these systems that guide our behavior. For Milner, the insular world of 
teens offers itself as an interesting case for studying status relations since 
status is a key resource in this bounded enclave.

In focusing his lens on status relations, Milner offers a new under-
standing of a familiar phenomenon, bullying. The book provides a 
useful conceptual roadmap helping us to see the organizational and be-
havioral contexts rife for aggressive behavior. Bullying has long been 
parcel to the collective life of adolescence. This we know. Films and TV 
have catalogued the sordid cruelties exacted upon the American teen 
by the American teen for decades. The bully and the bullied are an eas-
ily recognizable pair, endlessly recycled for a viewing audience. For the 
sociologist, most portrayals of bullying tend to be overly individualis-
tic, sometimes appearing in the form of narrow psychological portraits, 
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other times explained away with roughshod biological snapshots. As ap-
pealingly familiar each may be for a general audience, neither reckons 
with how fully bullying operates as a social phenomenon. Milner offers a 
corrective, explaining that bullying is a consequence of a complex status 
system by which teens vie for recognition, visibility, and rank by peers, 
derive membership in groups, and solidify group identity by excluding 
others.

Milner’s formulation begins with a few key working assumptions. For 
one, adolescents hold little if any political or economic power, even as 
they gain greater autonomy. They are essentially disenfranchised and 
dependent. They can’t vote, their participation in the labor market is 
consigned to its lowest paying sectors, most are ineligible to drive, and 
many live under the silencing cloak of local curfews, constrained by the 
close- fisted clutch of parents’ purse strings. Teachers control grades, and 
students have little recourse against an unfair teacher. In the absence of 
any real power, status, which is largely a symbolic good, ascends in sig-
nificance. For Milner “status is the only meaningful power available to 
them” (192), and in that context “social pressure to put people down is 
strong” (192). Gossip, smack talk, and other means by which small cruel-
ties are conveyed are a direct consequence of the absence of other forms 
of power. Status’s hold over what Milner terms “crowds and cliques” (sta-
tus groups) is exacerbated by the fact that adolescents experience a high 
degree of age segregation. A day spent in school amounts to a day largely 
spent with peers. In this context, the peer group emerges as a primary 
reference group, and peer evaluation becomes singularly important. Left 
to their own devices, teens essentially construct their own status system.

What can we learn about the social organization of bullying by paying 
attention to the structure of status relations? For Milner, bullying is a re-
sult of structural location and the status conferred by it. “The isolation of 
the people at the bottom is largely a function of social location” (91), writes 
Milner. “If everybody ‘reaches up’ and you are on the bottom, there is no 
one below attempting to establish relationships with you” (91). “Those at 
the bottom are seen as not only lowly, but degraded. Accordingly, they 
are avoided and often harassed and victimized. Whatever the sources and 
mechanisms of rejection and isolation of the lowest strata, the result in 
high schools is a social world in which the lowest status students are de-
prived of many of the things available to other students” (91).
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On some basic level we already know this. We watched it play out over 
and over in high school as we moved through lunch lines and hallways, 
carefully distancing ourselves from those unlucky souls consigned to the 
very bottom. Perhaps we even experienced it directly, keeping our head 
down, trying to avert scrutiny, buying our time until graduation. If Mil-
ner’s theory holds, and many sociologists agree it does, then mapping the 
status hierarchy of a school is likely to reveal who are the bullied and also 
point us to its primary offenders. But that’s not what is actually so impor-
tant, nor so interesting about Milner’s theory of status relations. Rather 
its value lies in its explanatory riches. Milner explains why bullying hap-
pens, how it happens, and under what conditions it emerges.

We know from the social science literature that bullying in teen 
worlds follows a pattern. It is most common between seventh and ninth 
grades and recedes in frequency in the final years of high school. Mil-
ner’s conceptual model explains why. Seventh to ninth grade is a period 
when status and respect are relatively scarce, not easily conferred (95). 
This, Milner explains, creates a situation of competition, whereby indi-
viduals and groups compete to accumulate status. The problem, how-
ever, is status is finite. It is, in Milner’s terms, inexpansible. As someone 
moves up the ladder, someone else must move down. Status, then, is a 
resource with clear limits. The inexpansibility of status “accentuates the 
likelihood of conflict because for someone to claim more honor usually 
requires reducing the honor of someone else” (208). This idea, that there 
is only so much status to go around, is a core component of Milner’s 
theory of status relations. In this context, teens direct their wrath toward 
relative equals and not those on the lowest ladder rung because they are 
“competing for an inexpansible resource” (90). Bullying behavior arises 
in this context and explains why friends can turn on each other.

Unlike other types of power, status is a relational good. It must be be-
stowed. It cannot be claimed or taken, only gifted by others. It is inalien-
able. “It resides in other people’s mind” (32), explains Milner. To state 
that status is inalienable is to suggest status cannot be easily transformed 
into something else. It doesn’t convert into other forms of power, at least 
not in the short term. And it can’t be substituted by other resources. 
For example, a high GPA or admission to an elite university cannot be 
immediately traded in for greater status. By extension, it is not easily 
transferrable from one person to the other.
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In Milner’s formulation, status, both inalienable and inexpansible, is 
derived from two primary sources: conformity to social norms and as-
sociations. Conforming to social norms of the group serves as a basis 
for status, and it also explains why group norms in high school tend be 
ever- changing. A complex tangle of increasingly obscure social norms 
and rituals makes it difficult for outsiders to break through, hence the 
challenge new students face. Conformity to group norms is a key status 
source. This creates pressure to protect accrued status by complicating 
the norms, making them more intricate, more elaborate so they become 
more difficult for those who aren’t in the know to follow. That fashion 
trends, youth styles and slang, and other symbols of cool are ever chang-
ing and often prove elusive provides an example.

At the same time, rigid conformity to group norms can also foment 
a host of conflicts and problems, especially in settings marked by a high 
level of homogeneity. For teens whose social identities can be stigma-
tized or marginalized, like LGBTQ or gender- nonconforming youth, 
religious or ethnoracial minorities, settings where a high level of con-
formity is normative, life can be precarious and unsafe. The demands 
of gender or heteronormative conformity can incite in- group hostility 
toward the out- group, create a deep sense of alienation and existential 
angst for those on the margins, and intensify the likelihood of being 
targeted by bullies.

The second source of status is associations. Whom you eat lunch with, 
sit beside in class, party with on weekends express and determine status 
position. Milner explains that “high school status requires the careful 
management of social distance and intimacy” (90). Food, for instance, 
is an important symbol of friendships and group bonds. “Food not only 
symbolizes established intimacy and solidarity, but can also be a means 
to establish these” (69). That a high- ranking student is unwilling to share 
a coveted food item in the cafeteria with just anyone is because the inti-
macy of the connection and status is on full display. Teens’ preoccupa-
tion with accruing status manifests in a rigid caste- like status system 
most visible at the lunchroom table. Elaborate and complicated rituals 
and norms ensure rigid group boundaries, dampening the possibility of 
association across status unequals, while also strengthening in- group 
ties. The more intimate the ritual, the greater the distance between status 
unequals.
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Milner did not live long enough to see the seismic migration of so-
cial life to mediated online worlds, only its beginnings. Were Milner 
to apply his theory of status relations to the online world of Snapchat, 
TikTok, and Instagram, online platforms where teens cluster, he likely 
would note that status conferral and status displays are publicly com-
municated by the same logics as the offline, face- to- face interaction of 
brick- and- mortar schools. The online mediated space where teens can 
be found are bounded enclaves, and the rules of engagement are largely 
mediated by status concerns. Conformity and association are the primary 
mechanisms by which status is parsed and elaborate rituals of contact 
pattern exchanges between teens. Whether someone receive “likes,” mul-
tiple heart emojis, or a more elaborate- worded affirmation depends upon 
the associational tie shared between the posting teen and the responding 
teen. A high- status girl is not likely to provide a lengthy response to a 
post by a lower- status girl. A 2015 This American Life episode, “Status 
Updates,” hosted by Ira Glass, provides a wonderfully detailed explora-
tion of status and the self in girls’ online worlds, decoding the subtle and 
indirect ways status updates are both communicated and deciphered. 
Milner would likely also have noted two confounding factors that distin-
guish the status relations online from face- to- face, with consequences for 
understanding the insidious nature of online bullying. In online settings, 
bullying can operate anonymously, which is often more pernicious and 
more difficult to trace back to a single offending individual, making the 
bullying seem more diffuse and all pervading. Online interactions also 
tend to follow you home. The status struggles weighing a teen down at 
school are no longer left at the school door. Now, the 24- 7 cycle of online 
information and updates in peer worlds can engulf a teen at home and 
leave few avenues for escape or tune out.

Online or not, membership symbols mark the boundaries between 
cliques and crowds. Shared activities and rituals operate as a basis of 
solidarity within groups and exacerbate the dividing lines between 
groups. Claims to space, central to group identity and membership, also 
operate as critical ground for conflicts between status groups, which ex-
plains why rival groups often vie for the same table in the lunchroom or 
the back of the bus, and lower- status students are quickly ousted from 
specific areas. These spaces are assigned a quasi- sacred status by clique 
members, and the presence of lower- status students threatens to pollute 
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the space and by extension the group. Those with higher status tend to 
temper their interactions with those holding lesser status for this reason. 
Avoidance rituals communicate disassociation.

There are exceptions to this rule, of course. Instrumental relations tend 
to transcend or suspend status consideration. Consider teacher- assigned 
class projects, which can bring together a cross- section of individuals 
from different cliques, each with a different status ranking with little 
conflict arising. This is because instrumental relations are task oriented. 
They are limited to the task at hand, emotional bonds are absent, and the 
end goal is the glue that holds the group together. The group dissolves 
when the end goal is reached. The stakes are low in these encounters and 
the status order remains unshaken. School administrators intent on re-
ducing the prevalence of bullying may find success in building more fre-
quent instrumental ties among students. Field days, when students are 
assembled to compete as teams, tend to be appealing to school officials 
precisely because they build solidarity among the whole and diminish 
the preponderance of crowds and cliques, at least temporarily.

Expressive relations, in contrast, tend to be accompanied by high 
levels of intimacy. The more intimate the relation the less likelihood of 
contact between individuals from different status groups. Emotional 
bonds are the glue that holds the group together. “The more intimate 
an expressive relationship, the more associations are socially regulated” 
(64). In school contexts among teens “these are the kinds of associations 
that most affect and symbolize one’s status” (64). Milner cautions that 
we should not hold our breath that somehow intimate expressive bonds 
will magically cease because we will them away. Those will endure and 
indeed should. They are a valuable source of support for students during 
the rocky period of adolescence. But school administrators should take 
note— instrumental relations reduce the salience of status and by exten-
sion the likelihood of bullying.

Milner is resolute that status relations may manifest in teen worlds 
but arise because of the organization of them by adults. This is a critical 
sociological point challenging our default explanation, which tends to 
fix responsibility to teens themselves, ignoring the role of organizational 
and institutional context and failing to recognize that individual behavior 
arises in context. As famed sociologist Erving Goffman once wrote, “Not, 
then, men and their moments, but rather moments and their men” (3).2
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Cast as the great fixer, schools are rarely seen as problem creators. 
Yet for Milner, the salience of status is exacerbated by the organiza-
tion of schools. Schools are structured to produce specific patterns 
of relations and behavior that make status more salient. Bullying is 
not a result of a school’s failure, rather its success, Milner asserts. A 
school’s size and structure shape the status configurations of students. 
Small, homogenous schools, what Milner terms “traditional schools,” 
tend to have a clear, vertical hierarchy. The popular crowds’ domi-
nance is pretty absolute. The status system of traditional schools looks 
a lot like a ladder, with cliques positioned on descending rungs. Mil-
ner contrasts traditional schools with pluralistic schools, which are 
often more racially, ethnically, and class diverse. Whereas traditional 
schools have a ladder- like status hierarchy, pluralistic schools’ status 
structure looks more like a lattice or a grid. This is because there is 
little consensus on rankings or the basis of status. Rankings occur 
and cliques form, but they are more divergent with multiple status 
systems in evidence. In both school formations, mobility upward is 
constrained. But bullying is less likely to flourish in pluralistic set-
tings. Milner’s work did not focus on questions of race and racial in-
justice, but we can take lessons from his theory of status relations 
to understand the racial organization of bullying. Racially motivated 
bullying for Milner would likely be explained in terms of a perception 
of status threat. We could predict that in settings where a status threat 
is perceived by whites, white supremacist rhetoric would intensify, 
for example.

Milner also identifies a direct link between teen status concerns and 
consumer society’s expansion, pointing to the critical part of adoles-
cent status systems to society beyond school. American teens are an 
important and sizable consumer market, after all. “The structure of the 
American secondary education— keeping teenagers in their own iso-
lated world with little economic and political power or few non- school 
responsibilities— result in status preoccupation of teenagers. These sta-
tus concerns, in turn, play a significant contributing role in the devel-
opment and maintenance of consumer capitalism” (166). In this sense, 
Milner’s broader interest in explaining the impact of noneconomic insti-
tutions on economic behavior drew him to understanding high school 
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systems. The draw of status accumulation among peers drives teen con-
sumption, according to Milner, operating as an economic engine, prop-
ping up consumer markets and propelling consumer society forward, 
which may explain the blind eye and slow response by so many adults to 
effectively address bullying.

In a Nutshell

Milner’s Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids applies a general theory of status 
relations to American teens, shedding light on the conditions that cre-
ate the likelihood for bullying. At the center of Milner’s theory of status 
relations is recognition that institutional settings and activities within 
them influence how salient status will be. Within the organizational set-
ting of school, status considerations proliferate and ranking abounds. 
This is in part because schools are age- segregated bounded enclaves 
and because teens have little other power to exercise. And while some 
variation by school type holds sway, school itself exacerbates a status- 
conscious social system. For Milner status systems by which individuals 
and groups vie for increased status ranking set the conditions for the 
bully to emerge.

Milner identifies four enduring features relevant to understanding 
the nature and form of status relations in American high schools: con-
formity, association, inalienability, and inexpansibility. Status is both in-
expansive and inalienable. It can’t be traded for something else, and it is 
finite. These two features of the status system are critical for understand-
ing the social basis of bullying. They explain why teens develop such 
rigid, caste- like divisions in the first place. Milner also identifies the 
character and type of the relations that drive status concerns as he hones 
in on patterns of behavior characteristic of status groups and between 
status groups. Conformity to social norms and associations serves as a 
source of status. Status increases in importance in expressive relations 
and recedes in instrumental relations. This is because of the importance 
of role association in how status is given. These tools for understanding 
status as a complex social system offer significant analytical purchase 
for addressing the causes of bullying and envisioning interventions to 
reducing its likelihood.
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A Parent’s Coda

I became a sociologist before I became a parent. And while my sociology 
is informed by what I have come to learn as a parent to two teenag-
ers, the toolkit of sociology has proved indispensable time and again, 
helping to hem my own needless worry and offer solutions when none 
appear forthcoming.

As a parent I have long embraced the idea that it’s best to avoid “put-
ting all your eggs in one basket.” By this I mean young people should 
draw a sense of self from settings outside school. Their entire world 
should not be eclipsed by school. Milner’s model explains exactly why 
we should heed that warning. If your school group turns on you, which 
they sometimes do, you have other groups to buoy you— be it a rec 
sports team, a synagogue or church group, a neighborhood pickup bas-
ketball group, or friends from a part- time job. I have also watched as 
the school district my children attend has adopted policy and practice 
to reduce status salience. This has meant dispensing with some time- 
honored (perhaps just tired) school traditions: no more academic rank-
ing of students, no valedictorian, no salutatorian. If students want to 
participate in sports teams in middle school, they participate in rec 
teams organized at a low cost through the county parks and recreation 
system. I have watched as the school district has sought to reduce the 
inalienability of status by fostering a “multidimensional status system,” 
with Science Olympiad, debate team, theater, band, cheer, and sports on 
(mostly) equal footing. Most district high schools are large and diverse; 
they look more like Milner’s pluralistic schools than traditional schools. 
The outcome is multiple centers from which status flows.

As a sociologist, I know some of these interventions depend on being 
in a well- resourced school district, offering a stark reminder of the vastly 
unequal schools our children attend. In many school districts across the 
United States where resources are stretched thin, cultivating a multidi-
mensional status system is an elusive goal. Compounding this problem 
are disparities in family resources. Parents’ resources often determine 
the chance to be in non- school activities. But associational ties exist 
across income groups. Faith- based centers are viable alternates to school 
organizations, and mixed- age, volunteer- based neighborhood, commu-
nity, and civic groups and organizations provide opportunities for teens 
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to forge ties outside their age group within their communities. These 
alternate networks offer a similar buffer from rigid peer status groups.

I have also observed as other schools commit to reducing status and 
dampening conditions rife for bullying by increasing instrumental ac-
tivities through comprehensive project- based learning, ensuring the for-
mation of working groups with membership across cliques. The effect 
is greater group cohesion, ever- shifting associations, and a softening of 
the firmly etched boundaries that maintain cliques. The sum total effect: 
fewer bullies. As a parent, it’s easy to get behind that.

Notes
 1 Milner, 2004.
 2 Goffman, 1967.
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Addressing Queer Youth and Bullying

Sociologically Informed Approaches

Melissa J. Smith and Elizabethe Payne

For ten years, the co- authors of this chapter have been entangled in ide-
ological battles about bullying. Mainstream conversations about bullying 
(the dominant bullying discourse) have been shaped by psychologized, 
individualized assumptions and belief systems related to youth, peer 
relations, and the causes of aggression. The questions most commonly 
asked about bullying include the following: What is the definition? What 
“counts” as bullying, and what does not? Who are the victims and why? 
Who are the aggressors and why? How can aggressors be motivated 
to change their behavior? What are best practices for interrupting and 
changing antisocial behavior? We have argued that these questions are 
behavior management questions, and what is needed instead are ques-
tions about the ideological roots of persistent, predictable patterns of 
peer targeting and violence. In other words, how do the mainstream 
value systems that shape life in institutions like schools normalize 
and perpetuate various forms of youth aggression— from teasing to 
peer group exclusion, verbal taunts, harassment, and physical assault? 
In the context of our scholarship on LGBTQ- inclusive schooling, we 
have argued that institutional privileging of heterosexuality and binary 
cisgender categories is an ideological thread that connects teacher edu-
cation, local and state education policy, K– 12 curriculum, and every 
facet of school life. When institutions are invested in the assumption 
that all students (and adults) will fit into distinct and heterosexual 
gender categories, queer stigma is codified. LGBTQ students have no 
chance of the same institutional recognition and status as heterosexual, 
cisgender peers, and all students learn the lesson that this kind of social 
stratification is acceptable and normal.
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Regardless of the nuanced ways bullying debates may manifest in 
published scholarship and academic conferences, when it comes time to 
craft practical solutions to bullying problems the same tension prevails: 
Is bullying a problem of individual bad behavior and intolerance, or is 
it symptomatic of deeper social ills? In other words, do we only need 
policies and practices to address bullying as it occurs, or do we also need 
to identify and address cultural systems that stimulate and support bul-
lying behaviors?

The answer to this last question is undoubtedly “both,” but it is worth 
noting that the latter approach is rarely undertaken in on- the- ground 
efforts to address bullying problems. Our work is specifically focused on 
school life for LGBTQ students, and in this context intervention efforts 
are preoccupied with keeping LGBTQ victims away from intolerant ag-
gressors. Scholars have consistently called for holistic examination and 
overhaul of educational institutions in order to address the pernicious 
effects of systemic heteronormativity. Such work involves explicit and 
direct work related to toxic masculinity, sexual harassment, and queer 
stigma— all of which are byproducts of heteronormativity. And yet this 
culture work is positioned as an add- on to behavior management priori-
ties such as comprehensive codes of conduct, consistent reporting and 
investigation procedures, and clear guidelines for how to categorize and 
punish “bullying” and other forms of aggression. Focusing on these lo-
gistical and procedural concerns may help with day- to- day school man-
agement, but it also distracts the U.S. education system from reckoning 
with a difficult truth: the value system that produced the purposes and 
structure of the K– 12 education system also privileges normative gender 
and normalizes gender- based targeting. We argue that disrupting this 
value system is not “add- on” work. It is the work.

In this chapter, we advocate for sociology of bullying as a pathway 
toward more effective and meaningful interventions. We believe that 
the ways in which “various behaviours and practices that encompass 
school violence are culturally perceived and understood will impact the 
strategies employed to prevent or counteract this violence.”1 We provide 
a synopsis of our scholarship on shifting bullying conversations away 
from the psychological and toward sociological frameworks.2 We then 
articulate how our understanding of LGBTQ bullying informs our re-
search and intervention work in two areas: professional development 
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and state- level education policy. In both arenas, we argue that in order 
for schools to become safer for LGBTQ students, stakeholders must in-
vest in developing a culture that recognizes and values gender and sexu-
ality differences. To that end, we promote policy and create professional 
development content focused on increasing educators’ knowledge about 
diversity, patterns and forms of peer- to- peer aggression, systems of priv-
ilege and marginalization, and equity- focused educational practice. We 
present data collected during the processes of implementing these inter-
ventions and conclude with proposals for advancing a vision of bullying 
intervention that prioritizes educational tools for dismantling cultural 
investments in drawing lines between “normal” and “different.”

Changing the LGBTQ Bullying Conversation

The consequences of heteronormative school systems are dangerous and 
well documented. Scholars have examined the history of heteronorma-
tive socialization in schools;3 hetero- gender normativity in policy,4 
curriculum,5 and teaching practices;6 and relationships between LGBTQ 
oppression and school dropout,7 lower academic performance,8 and 
health risks.9 In total, education researchers have produced a detailed 
account of causes, effects, and manifestations of insidious gender and 
sexuality regulation in schools, and this body of research makes a case 
for addressing a systemic problem with systemic solutions.

Systemic, sociocultural strategies for LGBTQ- inclusive educational 
practice challenge status quo thinking about what it takes to improve 
schools. Mainstream discourse defines LGBTQ youth problems as safety 
problems and LGBTQ youth as victims. LGBTQ students’ futures are 
most often imagined in terms of risk for bullying, suicide, or school 
dropout and not in terms of opportunities to pursue ambitious goals 
within and beyond school. Then, when education officials imagine help-
ing LGBTQ youth, they use the correlating deficit framework to think 
through the students’ needs and design interventions. Anti- bullying pol-
icies and practices are used to eliminate safety threats and help vulner-
able students avoid tragic consequences. Effective, consistent responses 
to immediate safety threats are nonnegotiable, but it is only one compo-
nent of creating school environments where queer youth can thrive. A 
sociocultural approach to LGBTQ- inclusive schools pursues the goal of 
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opening up every opportunity for queer youth to be intellectual, athletic, 
and artistic; to make mistakes and recover from them; to be leaders; to 
build genuine friendships; to connect with trusted adults; to feel belong-
ing in their school. This kind of work involves raising queer visibility 
and dismantling heteronormativity and cisnormativity in all schooling 
systems: curriculum, behavior management, extracurricular opportu-
nities, social activities, athletics, facilities, policy, parent outreach, and 
beyond.

Our ongoing scholarship about LGBTQ bullying pursues three broad 
objectives.10 First, we critique and deconstruct the hegemonic bullying 
discourse in order to identify the ways that mainstream thinking does 
not fully explain patterns of aggression. This critique involves explor-
ing how and why the anti- bullying industry remains disengaged from 
reckoning with the relationships between peer- to- peer targeting and 
systems of oppression. Second, we explore the relationships between 
dominant bullying discourse and the policies and practices that have 
gained traction in U.S. schools over the past three decades. We argue 
that preoccupation with the interactions between individual bullies and 
victims has resulted in interventions that neither account for the range 
of aggression that happens within peer groups nor recognize that bully-
ing is social behavior with social benefits. Third, we advocate for holistic 
approaches to school culture change that are in line with sociological 
understandings of what bullying is, why it happens, and why it is im-
pervious to individualized interventions. In the rest of this chapter, we 
summarize the rationale for our claims about what bullying is; these 
arguments inform our decisions about policy advocacy and designing 
educator professional development experiences.

Bullying Is Social

It is widely assumed that bullying is antisocial behavior— behavior that 
sabotages successful engagement in the social scene of school or that 
indicates a child’s failure to understand appropriate peer relationships. 
Imagery and narratives about bullies reflect specific beliefs about the 
personal qualities that bullies generally have in common: they have 
instability or violence in their homes, experience irrational anger, solve 
problems with violence, have low self- esteem, are prone to jealousy, and 
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lack empathy. These characteristics are interpreted as personal short-
comings that increase the likelihood a child or adolescent will engage in 
acts of power over more vulnerable peers (the victims). It is presumed 
that without appropriate social skills or guidance from responsible adults 
they seek an unhealthy outlet to resolve their inner turmoil. Research 
and interventions follow this thinking: the problems that bullying schol-
ars are trying to understand and educators are trying to solve have been 
defined “in terms of [the bullies’] individual or family pathology.”11

Power is another fundamental factor in the dominant bullying dis-
course. Dan Olweus’s definition of bullying is widely used in research, 
school climate instruments, and schoolwide intervention programs, 
 including the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program. He says that aggres-
sive behavior is bullying if it is intentional, is repeated, and exploits an 
imbalance of power between bully and victim.12 Olweus is referring to 
an individualized, interpersonal form of power that manifests in behav-
iors such as physical, verbal, and online abuse, intimidation, and coer-
cion; gatekeeping membership in friend groups; spreading rumors; and 
other behaviors that serve the goal of helping a bully feel power over the 
feelings, choices, and experiences of targeted peers. When this form of 
power is understood as the primary problem, the subsequent solutions 
are targeted at the goal of correcting bullies’ antisocial uses of power, 
and these solutions can range from teaching bullies more appropriate 
social skills to assigning behavioral consequences for persistent or esca-
lating infractions. Furthermore, this way of thinking about the relation-
ship between power and bullying defines the individuals who impose 
power over others as social outcasts themselves or, at least, in violation 
of a school’s norms and values. Bullies disturb the school atmosphere, 
and, the logic goes, correcting the antisocial power games will remedy 
the environment for everyone.

We argue that this individualized understanding of bullying does 
not encompass the social function of peer- to- peer aggression in school. 
Bullying is social behavior because acts of aggression are quite often 
aligned to hierarchical power dynamics that are normalized and sup-
ported within and beyond school environments, and there are social 
advantages to claiming higher status in social hierarchies. When youth 
use aggressive tactics to enforce the cultural rules about who is normal 
and who is different, they are also claiming a higher social position for 
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themselves. Countless low- level aggressions are continuously serving 
this regulatory function in schools, and when acts of aggression are per-
ceived to exceed the boundaries of “normal” or “harmless” peer policing 
(i.e., become “antisocial”), they are labeled bullying. Regardless of their 
severity, all forms of peer aggression contribute to the lessons children 
learn about “their place” in the political and social order— at school and 
beyond.13 In particular, peer- to- peer aggression teaches lessons about 
the relationships between conforming to gender norms and forms of 
success including popularity, increased privileges granted by adults, and 
more open pathways to various forms of school success. As will be illus-
trated in the next section, all youth (and adults) participate in enforcing 
white heteropatriarchal boundaries between “normal” and “different,” 
and this pattern of identity policing targets queer gender identities and 
expressions most severely.

Bullying Regulates (Gender) Differences

School is “a community of actors and actions, where possibilities for 
violence, for violation, for ridicule are always present.”14 In fact, some 
forms of violence or aggression are understood to be rites of passage 
and, therefore, are so normalized that adults barely notice. These “nor-
mative cruelties”15 are interpreted as relatively harmless experiences 
that teach important lessons about navigating conflict and being resil-
ient unless they take the form of a bully imposing power over a victim, 
which is recognizably dangerous antisocial behavior. Rather than cat-
egorize youth aggression as “bullying” or “not bullying” and making 
intervention decisions depending on those categories, we argue that all 
forms of aggression— verbal, cyber, relational, and physical; frequent, 
occasional, and isolated— need to be considered collectively. The entire 
system of peer- to- peer targeting is evidence of which social norms are 
being enforced among peers and how severely, how the community 
draws lines between “normal” and “different,” and what kinds of differ-
ence attract the most severe social consequences.

The social function of many acts of peer- to- peer aggression is to tar-
get and punish social norm violations. From birth, youth begin to learn 
the lines between “normal” and “different” through their experiences 
living in a social world that is shaped by oppressive systems. Like other 
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institutions, schools privilege white, heterosexual, gender- normative, 
middle- class norms, which are maintained through the everyday prac-
tices of schooling— including peer interactions. In other words, youth 
learn what identities, expressions, behaviors, and achievements are most 
valuable through “mundane and day- to- day”16 school experiences like 
riding the school bus, walking to class, sitting through lessons, and eat-
ing lunch in the cafeteria. As they move through these daily routines, 
interacting with teachers and peers along the way, they observe and ex-
perience patterns of privilege and recognition, exclusion and discrimi-
nation. These patterns teach lessons about which forms of difference 
are stigmatized and deserve to be targeted and about how to negotiate 
norms in ways that, hopefully, earn social acceptance and status. Start-
ing in early childhood, young people’s concern for being “normal” or 
meeting social expectations is part of the important business of negoti-
ating friendship groups, and much of this concern is about gender ex-
pectations.17 As children transition to adolescence, their socialization 
rituals continue on a trajectory that is oriented toward heterosexual 
gender roles. As youth interact with each other, heteronormative gender 
expectations are reliably powerful tools for securing one’s own social 
position and making judgments about someone else’s.

In 2011, we asked high school students participating in several ex-
tracurricular programs in urban, suburban, and rural schools to write 
down and share with us the bad names that students call one another. 
There were 113 names that appeared more than once on the lists. Though 
our prompt to students did not include any mention of gender or sexu-
ality, each of those bad names was some form of (often creative) slut- 
shaming, heteronormative critique of women’s bodies, or anti- LGBTQ 
slur (“hoe bag,” “Obeast,” “fudgepacker,” “lez,” “he- she,” etc.). These “bad 
names” circulate in schools as tools to harm students viewed as gender 
transgressors. “Bullying,” as a concept, does not currently encompass 
the range of behaviors that regulate masculine and feminine expres-
sions, nor does it account for the relationship between peer targeting 
and white heteropatriarchal gender rules. We use the concept gender 
policing to better describe the system of social interactions that enforce 
cultural expectations for “normal” masculine and feminine expression.18 
These cultural standards are dependent on “enduring heteronormative 
discourses that inscribe a linear relationship between sex, gender, and 
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(hetero) sexuality.”19 In concrete terms: individuals whose sex, gender, 
and sexuality do not remain within cisnormative and heteronormative 
boundaries are subject to targeting. In addition to abusing the targeted 
individual, the social effect of this targeting is to send a message about 
what forms of identity expression will be allowed throughout the com-
munity. Researchers have consistently found that homophobic abuse 
and shaming girls’ sexualities are prevalent and powerful tools for ru-
ining another’s social status, and yet they are also so normalized that 
adults hardly recognize when these things happen, let alone notice how 
damaging they are.20 Homophobia works within friendship groups to 
police and secure acceptable forms of masculinity for boys (and men). 
It is about more than sexuality and the fear of or disdain for same- sex- 
attracted people— it is about gender and power and preservation of the 
status quo. Boys regulate their own and each other’s behaviors through 
jokes, contests, and actions that repudiate traits and behaviors associ-
ated with femininity while asserting the superiority of normative mas-
culine behaviors and attitudes.21 Cultural expectations for girl behaviors 
are also rooted in heterosexual expectations and the gender binary: 
to be a “nice” girl means to be “caring, nurturing, sexually innocen t/ 
respectable.”22 These expectations are enforced within and across girl 
friendship groups often through sexual shaming. These everyday gender 
regulations and low- level forms of violence are the normalized aggres-
sions that underlie the more visibly escalated forms of peer- to- peer vio-
lence institutionally labeled as bullying.

When gender transgressions are viewed as clear and egregious, peer 
aggression intensifies because the aim is to both bring the transgres-
sor into line and signal the social consequences for norm violations 
to others. Therefore, “we call for a paradigm shift— one that positions 
the aggression targeting LGBTQ and gender nonconforming students 
within a broader system of gender regulation that is experienced by 
all people in all contexts.”23 Redefining the problem as gender policing 
“produce[s] new possibilities for sustainable reform efforts that target 
cultural manifestations of hegemonic gender, rather than only focus on 
eliminating overt bullying behaviors and developing tolerance between 
peers.”24

In 2013, we proposed a new definition of bullying that addresses the 
issues described above but still provides enough familiarity to be useful 
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to schools. We wanted to develop a definition that draws attention to the 
daily violence that often fades into the landscape of “normal” adolescent 
behavior, the relationship between these lower- level aggressions and the 
acts typically labeled as bullying in schools, the relationship between 
bullying behaviors and larger issues of oppression and marginalization, 
and to present gender as important to understanding bullying dynamics. 
We solicited feedback from other sociologists working on these issues 
and amended the definition accordingly.

Bullying is overt verbal, physical, or technology- based (“cyber,” text mes-
saging, etc.) aggression that is persistently focused on targeted person(s) 
over time. This behavior is visible aggression that has escalated from a 
larger system of low- level or covert normalized aggression that polices 
the boundaries between “normal” and “different” in a specific social con-
text. Targeted person(s) are victimized because they are perceived to be 
outside the boundaries of “normal” as culturally defined within a peer 
group. This aggression can be a tool for acquiring higher social status 
in a peer group because by targeting others as “different,” the aggressor 
claims a higher position in the social hierarchy and reinforces the social 
“rules” of acceptability. Peer- to- peer aggression typically replicates struc-
tural inequality, and therefore patterns of targeting are likely to reflect 
systemic marginalization along lines of gender, sex, sexuality, race, (dis)
ability, and class. Bullying frequently reinforces gender norms— ideas 
about “correct” and “normal” masculinity and femininity. Students who 
are viewed as having non- normative gender (and by extension, sexual-
ity) are frequent targets. Not all aggressive behaviors between students 
can be termed “bullying”— some are the result of individual conflict or 
personality differences.25

By redefining bullying in this way, we hope to disrupt the cultural 
mythology of bullying as a taken- for- granted, coming- of- age experience 
in U.S. K– 12 schools. This definition is meant to create emphasis on 
the oppressions that underlie “the problem” of peer- to- peer aggression, 
which will ultimately drive interventions that focus on shifting cultural 
norms and help to address the “specific ways that particular children, 
and not others, are continual targets of peer violence.”26
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Implications for LGBTQ- Inclusive Schools

Developing a deeper understanding of bullying is key to envision-
ing new possibilities for creating school environments where LGBTQ 
students can thrive. Because bullying and LGBTQ students are so inter-
twined in educational discourses, the taken- for- granted strategy for 
creating inclusive schools is to stop homophobic bullies. This is a victim-
ization narrative, which means that LGBTQ youth are being interpreted 
in terms of the dangers and stigmas associated with being queer, and 
they can be categorized as a liability or disruption because they “attract” 
targeting with their difference. Adopting a sociological approach to 
bullying involves understanding school culture and LGBTQ students’ 
positioning within that, and redefining LGBTQ youth from “victims” to 
full members of the school community.

We are critical of using anti- bullying programs to address violence 
against LGBTQ students because this practice exemplifies a pattern of 
education leaders applying technical “solutions” to complex social pat-
terns. Anti- bullying programs generally include (1) data collection to 
define the scope of the bullying problem, (2) procedures to intervene 
when bullying is reported, (3) schoolwide education about what bully-
ing is and is not, and (4) a reporting system that places responsibility on 
all members of the school community to report if they witness possible 
bullying activity.27 If the number of bullying incidents decreases, the 
anti- bullying program is considered successful. However, this system 
depends on the bully/victim binary and the narrow, mainstream defini-
tion of bullying, which does not encompass the various forms of subtle 
or normalized peer aggression that polices gender and sexuality norms. 
This means that an LGBTQ student might never be persistently targeted 
by a single bully, but they are likely subject to many forms of gender po-
licing every single day and may also be aggressively targeted by multiple 
peers. We need interventions that take aim at the root of gender polic-
ing: heteronormative culture.

Throughout our policy advocacy and professional development 
content, we argue that school change conversations need to define the 
“problem” to be addressed as an issue of culture. Culture is the system of 
values and beliefs that shape all facets of institutional life. The cultural 
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“rules” determine who has access to social power and the benefits of 
that power, and those rules are used to categorize all students and adults 
into “normal” and “different” categories. If an institution’s value sys-
tem involves rejection of particular forms of difference— like gender 
differences— then people in those “difference” categories will experience 
pervasive stigma and rejection. To that end, we envision policy and pro-
fessional development efforts that focus on equipping educators with the 
knowledge and resources to recognize how heteronormativity creates 
oppressive learning experiences for LGBTQ youth, and then take action 
to dismantle curricula, rituals, policies, and practices that uphold white, 
heterosexual, middle- class gender expectations. For the remainder of 
this chapter we describe how we have engaged in this work in two differ-
ent areas: state education policy advocacy and professional development 
for K– 12 educators.

Data Sources

Data excerpts shared here are from two streams of Queering Educa-
tion Research Institute (QuERI) scholarship. The first is from our work 
on educator professional development including two ongoing studies, 
one on Dignity for All Students Act professional development for Dig-
nity Act Coordinators, and the other on a new Reduction of Stigma in 
Schools (RSIS) model.28 The Dignity Act professional development was 
piloted in 2019. RSIS is a research- based workshop on LGBTQ issues 
in education designed for practicing educators. We first delivered RSIS 
training in 2006 and offered it free to schools in New York until 2014. 
In 2019 we redesigned the model and are now using the workshop pri-
marily as a research tool to gain a greater understanding of teacher 
engagement with the content. It was piloted in the winter of 2020. The 
data shared from both studies are from feedback forms at the end of 
the sessions. The second stream is research related to our public pol-
icy work. Those data are from two studies on the implementation of 
New York’s Dignity for All Students Act, which is the state’s school anti- 
bullying law. The first study explored the experiences of key members 
of the Dignity Act Task Force who advocated for clear and LGBTQ- 
inclusive regulations and implementation strategies. Participants shared 
their stories through interviews and in writing.29 The second study is 
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from a statewide exploration of Dignity Act implementation. The study 
includes two rounds of data collection, 2014– 2015 and 2017– 2018. Dig-
nity Act Coordinators from around New York were interviewed by 
phone. Findings from this study were compiled as reports and shared 
with the New York State Education Department in late 2015 and again 
in 2018.

Professional Development

Professional development (PD) about K– 12 LGBTQ concerns is often 
used as an intervention strategy to address LGBTQ bullying problems. 
The logic is that if school personnel are aware of safety threats and feel 
empathy for LGBTQ students, they will be more likely to take action 
against homophobic and transphobic bullying. The limited research 
about LGBTQ in- service education indicates that schools where the 
staff have been trained are perceived to be safer for LGBTQ students,30 
and educators who complete training express higher levels of awareness, 
empathy, and intention to do something about the safety of LGBTQ stu-
dents.31 From our perspective, PD that is motivated by anti- bullying 
intentions is unsatisfying because it defines LGBTQ youth in terms of 
their vulnerability, and educators are asked to do little more than provide 
basic safety. We argue that this approach underestimates the capabilities 
of both LGBTQ youth and their educators and misses the opportunity 
to engage school professionals in a more complex conversation about 
root causes of violence targeting gender and sexuality differences and 
proactive approaches to stopping gender- based abuse.

Our original design of the RSIS PD program in 2006 was an attempt 
to answer this question: What does PD look like when it is rooted in 
sociology and research on the school experiences of LGBTQ youth and 
families? We made a conscious choice not to rely too heavily on schools’ 
legal obligations to protect LGBTQ youth or the shock value of statis-
tics about health and safety risks. Instead, we aimed to illustrate how 
heteronormativity is at work in day- to- day school happenings and af-
fects the lives of all people who spend their days in a school— and how 
these social patterns produce the high incidences of risk for LGBTQ 
youth. Using qualitative research about institutional heteronormativ-
ity in schools, we demonstrated how the assumption and celebration of 
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heterosexuality and its signs and symbols is a primary organizational 
structure in school culture, which underlies the hostile experiences 
LGBTQ students have in school. Introducing heteronormativity sup-
ports teachers in understanding how LGBTQ youth come to be targets 
and why it is so difficult to stop the harassment in a system that glori-
fies heterosexuality and the binary sex/gender systems that drive the 
harassment.

When we originally designed RSIS, we knew that some workshop 
attendees would need to be convinced that LGBTQ students’ experi-
ences are relevant to their professional practice. We admit that statistics 
about bullying experiences, health risks, and other “risk” data can be 
powerful tools in such a situation, but we wanted to create a narrative 
with these data to demonstrate that LGBTQ identities are not inherently 
risky. Risks are the consequences of social stigma in a heteronormative 
society. A key section of the workshop, titled Stigma and Risk, reviewed 
the research about LGBTQ youth experiences both in and out of school. 
Using findings from qualitative research studies, we presented three sites 
of stigma as key in the experiences of LGBTQ youth— family, commu-
nity, and school— and we demonstrated that these youth often have no 
emotional and physical respite within these three primary settings of 
their lived experience. The goal was to help educators understand that 
it is not their sexual and gender identities that put LGBTQ youth “at 
risk” but rather societal responses to their identities and expressions of 
those identities. By framing “the problem” in this way, we intended to 
pull educators’ attention away from the victimization and risk discourses 
when they think and talk about LGBTQ kids (i.e., suicide risk or bully-
ing) and shift their focus from queer identities as “the problem” to the 
larger issues of stigma and systemic discrimination. We frame schools 
as potentially positive sites for LGBTQ youth, and we discuss their role 
in creating more accepting communities— rather than reflecting existing 
(potentially negative) community attitudes.

In our first evaluation study on RSIS, we learned that PD partici-
pants latch onto content about safety, risk, and tolerance much more 
than we anticipated.32 “Risk” data were discussed for only a few min-
utes in every presentation, and yet during follow- up interviews (six to 
twelve months post- training), the participants remembered the health, 
safety, and academic risks above all other PD content. Furthermore, they 
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repeated status quo interpretations of school ally work that are reliant 
on safety-  and tolerance- informed versions of diversity work.33 In total, 
we have consistently found that educators are comfortable with— or at 
least have the language to talk about— forms of ally work that are re-
lated to bullying, harassment, or homophobic language intervention and 
tolerance- informed mindsets, such as “supporting all students, regard-
less of differences.” Educators’ impulse is to smooth over problems that 
emerge because of differences, not necessarily dig into the cultural roots 
of problems such as deep personal and institutional investments in gen-
der normativity. One of our major goals of PD is to shift thinking away 
from “differences shouldn’t matter” to “differences need to be recognized 
and valued.”

In 2019 and 2020, we piloted two new PD workshops in which we 
address some of the gaps in the earlier RSIS training model and ex-
pand our PD work to address broader concerns related to implementa-
tion of the Dignity for All Students Act (DASA) in New York. One of 
our priorities for both models was to add content about the distinc-
tion between school climate and school culture: culture is the norms, 
values, practices, patterns of communication, language, laws, customs, 
and meanings shared by a group of people located in a given time and 
place;34 and climate is “quality and character of school life”35 that is the 
“surface manifestation of culture.”36 The purpose of this content is to 
develop attendees’ foundational knowledge so they can then engage in 
proactive approaches to combat youth aggression. Proactive strategies 
involve identifying specific examples of oppressive ideology (i.e., hetero-
normativity) showing itself in a school’s culture, and formulating plans 
for confronting and dismantling the oppressive value system. Our rec-
ommendations for proactive strategies revolve around an overall theme 
of disrupting bias and stereotypes by teaching about differences, power, 
and privilege. The more youth (and adults) know about different ways of 
experiencing the world and diverse contributions to history, literature, 
art, sciences, and other areas of culture, the less likely they will be to rely 
on stereotypes and oppressive belief systems in their interactions with 
people— including their peers.

When asked about their primary “takeaway” ideas, recent PD at-
tendees have often responded that they would like to initiate conversa-
tions about climate and culture as part of efforts to cultivate proactive 
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thinking in their schools’ approaches to addressing bullying. One par-
ticipant said they reached the end of the PD thinking about “holistic 
culture/climate” approaches to school change “versus just the incident 
management” approach. Another said, “We will be looking for ways to 
engage in more deep, meaningful and complex conversations about cli-
mate/culture vs . . . just process and procedure.” Others took up our pro-
posal that having direct and purposeful conversations about differences 
is a proactive, culture- focused strategy for interrupting patterns of bias 
and aggression. One participant wrote that they want to “pursue ways 
to diversify curriculum in an effort to educate in an embedded manner.” 
Others wrote they learned that “talking about and teaching differences 
can combat bullying proactively” and “we can be proactive by teaching 
kids to challenge gender stereotypes.” These preliminary data suggest 
that some PD participants are taking in our message that stopping bul-
lying is about much more than effective incident intervention. It is about 
understanding the social tools that youth use to target one another, trac-
ing those tools to institutional culture, and taking action to (try to) shift 
the values and beliefs that are being used to decide which peers are “dif-
ferent” and deserve to be targeted.

Another priority for both PD programs was to disrupt participants’ 
taken- for- granted commitments to a traditional, psychologized bully-
ing definition. To that end, we included content about peer- to- peer ag-
gression that reflects our sociological bullying scholarship: (1) bullying 
serves the social function of regulating differences; (2) many forms of 
identity policing seem “normal” or harmless because they reflect domi-
nant cultural values; (3) normalized gender policing is one component 
of a system of aggressions that put LGBTQ people at disproportion-
ate risk for more severe targeting and harassment. Written reflections 
immediately after training indicate that participants recognize the im-
portance and utility of thinking about bullying differently. Educators re-
ported learning about “deeper social and cultural contexts of bullying.” 
Multiple participants wrote that they are taking away new ways to think 
about the aggression they observe between students:

I will watch more for the “policing of norms” so I can be pro active.
I learned a good deal about some of the subtle aggressions that are all 

around us.
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We need to address low level issues before they build up to a bigger 
problem.

“Peer policing” was a new term that will help tease out bullying vs conflict.
That bullying is a social issue not an anti- social one!
The association of bullying and harmful words being gender based was 

an eye- opening connection.
I feel I have better tools to have conversations with students about  

the root of microaggressions and how society enforces 
heteronormativity.

These reflections suggest that our PD content rooted in sociologi-
cal approaches to bullying is making some progress toward helping 
participants develop a new vocabulary for talking about peer- to- peer 
aggression with students and colleagues. These data indicate increased 
awareness about normalized forms of aggression that— along with 
more obvious forms of bullying— are reinforcing social norms and con-
tributing to hostile school experiences for youth who are marked as 
“different.” Future research will be necessary to determine if and how 
shifting understandings of “bullying” impact professional practice.

We are cautiously optimistic that our sociological approaches to PD 
are resonating with at least some of the participants. Ultimately, our goal 
is for PD participants to recognize that school culture and patterns of 
aggression, exclusion, and belonging are intertwined. When students say 
“I don’t fit in,” it means that their identities and values do not align with 
the school’s and students’ cultural values. Lines between “normal” and 
“Other” are embedded in culture— and serve as tools for placing self and 
others within various social hierarchies. Bullying is a social strategy used 
by youth (and adults) to police the lines between “normal” and “differ-
ent.” Therefore, in order to create safe and inclusive learning environ-
ments, school culture must be the focus of reform efforts.

State- Level Policy

Over the years, our aims in engaging anti- bullying state- level policy 
have included limiting the potential harm these laws can do when 
focused on punitive measures and shifting implementation strategies 
toward the experiences of students disproportionately targeted in acts 
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of bullying. Anti- bullying laws across the United States vary widely in 
their legislative language and in their implementation policies. New 
York’s Dignity for All Students Act (Dignity Act or DASA) is distinctive 
within the context of these laws. First, it includes “actual or perceived” 
sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression in the pro-
tected categories. Only twenty states include these protections in their 
student safety laws.37 Second, the Dignity Act states an expectation that 
schools will take proactive approaches to “foster civility” and “prevent” 
both discrimination and harassment. Together, these elements provide a 
language for shifting implementation strategies away from the individu-
alized bully/victim binary, at- risk discourses, and policies that focus on 
individual discipline and punishment.

We began working on the Dignity Act before it passed, providing 
legislators and advocacy groups with research- based arguments sup-
porting the inclusion of gender identity and sexual orientation in the 
enumeration. Enumerated anti- bullying legislation and implementa-
tion policies list characteristics of students who have been historically 
targeted for bullying and discrimination in the school environment. 
Race, disability, religion, ethnicity, national origin, sex, gender, sexual 
orientation, and gender identity are all characteristics commonly in-
cluded in enumerated laws. The phrase “actual or perceived” may be 
used before the list of enumerated categories to recognize that individ-
uals can be targeted for characteristics and identities they claim or for 
characteristics perceived by aggressors to belong to the target. In 1996 
the U.S. Supreme Court articulated support for enumeration as an “es-
sential device used to make the duty not to discriminate concrete.”38

Enumeration in state anti- bullying policies represents recognition 
that acts of bullying often repeatedly target groups of people who are 
perceived as “different” and that such discrimination is rooted in larger 
cultural biases and can thus challenge the mainstream bullying dis-
course where “social difference tends to not be implicated as a signifi-
cant factor of bullying.”39 The presence of enumeration opens space for 
conversations on bias, stigma, discrimination, oppressions, and the role 
that bullying plays in perpetuating social hierarchies that reward con-
formity in gender and sexuality. This is a conversation that challenges 
the bully/victim binary and the assertion that bullies are antisocial in-
dividual actors. This is one access point to a more sociological approach 
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to state- level policy. Even as state- level implementation strategies often 
fail to acknowledge the enumerated categories included in their anti- 
bullying legislation, the presence of the categories in law is a type of 
ongoing leverage that can be used to push for better implementation 
policy that addresses the social nature of bullying.40

After DASA passed in 2010, the authors served on the Dignity for All 
Students Act Task Force convened by the governor of New York. The 
purpose of the Task Force was to bring stakeholders together to develop 
recommendations and resources for implementation. A great deal of 
our time was spent during the first year educating Task Force members 
on the social nature of bullying and challenging their beliefs about in-
tervention. In time, Task Force members representing powerful groups 
were able to shift their thinking and began strategizing with us on draft-
ing policy recommendations focused on discrimination against those 
in the enumerated categories including LGBTQ students, addressing 
school culture, and limiting the potential increase of damaging school 
disciplinary practices. The Task Force and the State Education Depart-
ment were at odds. A fellow member of the Task Force commented,

I believe one of the biggest barriers to the full implementation of the Dig-
nity for All Students Act is that the State Education Department never 
felt fully comfortable providing clear guidance to the school districts on 
how to address issues of sexual orientation and gender identity, particu-
larly gender identity. . . . Why? I don’t know, but I would presume the 
only reason why they never went the distance was because of their own 
political reasons. They may have been concerned with being too prescrip-
tive in their approach and then being labeled as a hyper- progressive state 
bureaucracy that is imposing its own set of values and beliefs on hetero-
geneous school districts.

Ultimately, the State Education Department perceived the shift to a 
more social understanding of bullying and the related policies we pro-
posed as “political” due to their focus on the experiences of students in 
the enumerated categories rather than a singular focus on intervention 
in individual incidents, punishment, and incident reporting.41

The State Education Department determined that our insistence that 
preservice teacher education be part of the implementation strategy 
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went beyond the scope of law. We began to work with legislators who 
were already drafting a cyberbullying amendment to the law to add in 
a preservice teacher education component. That amendment passed 
in 2012. The determination of what this legislatively required teacher 
education component should entail has been an ongoing debate in the 
New York State Education Department since it passed. Currently there 
is a six- hour workshop required. We have continued to provide the state 
with research on the importance of increasing teacher knowledge on 
meeting the needs of diverse student populations as central to a proac-
tive approach to the reduction of bullying.

We conducted two statewide studies (2014– 2015, 2017– 2018) and in-
terviewed ninety- nine Dignity Act Coordinators about local implemen-
tation.42 We found that educators’ lack of preparation to address the 
enumerated categories— particularly but not exclusively gender identity 
and sexual orientation— and their lack of understanding of what “proac-
tive” approaches to anti- bullying might entail were impeding implementa-
tion around the state. Most DASA- related training that educators received 
had been delivered by school district attorneys and focused on “legal stuff. 
It was how to report. Going over the process for how to do that” (Dignity 
Act Coordinator). No participants reported that their training provided 
substantial information on bullying behaviors or the experiences of stu-
dents in the enumerated categories. When we asked about the bullying 
experiences of LGBTQ students in their schools and what steps they had 
taken under DASA to proactively address it, most participants were unable 
to name any steps, and many had difficulty responding in respectful lan-
guage, particularly regarding transgender students. These responses from 
three participants were not atypical: “I do not believe we have a transgender 
here.” “We did have a student dress as a female to the prom, and, you know, 
some people were upset about it. But, it is what it is and right from the get-
 go, I said, you know, ‘DASA,’ ‘We gotta let him in.’ ” While educators in our 
research knew that sexual orientation and gender identity were included 
in the enumeration of the law, much like the State Education Department, 
they had not taken up that inclusion in their work to implement it.

Interviewer: What do you think a supportive environment for a trans-
gender student would look like?

Dignity Act Coordinator: I have no idea.
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Most participants acknowledged having insufficient knowledge about 
the enumerated categories and did not understand how to make them 
relevant to implementation. “Ya’ know, we need to know, um, as far as 
understanding, you know, the different categories, and um, you know, 
the different needs of different kids. We could use training on that, 
around what different people need, and we didn’t get that part. It was 
just defining terms [in their DASA training].” Over the course of our 
interviews, it also became clear that most educators did not under-
stand what a proactive approach to anti- bullying might look like. Often, 
when asked about the proactive steps they had taken, the responses 
were reactive, naming quick responses to individual bullying incidents 
as “proactive.” “They [administration] are very proactive— if anything 
comes up it’s addressed. She [principal] tells teachers they have [said 
with emphasis] to address every comment, you’re fat, gay, she tells all 
teachers they have [said with emphasis] to say something if a kid says 
anything offensive, that it’s the law.” Diligence to incident intervention 
was seen as a primary “proactive” strategy with no recognition that 
action taken after an incident has occurred is reactive, not proactive. 
One educator suggested self- defense was proactive: “We need to model 
and teach how to treat others as humans, but bullying always comes 
up. It always happens. So people need to learn how to defend them-
selves.” This is also a reactive response, and individual students resorting 
to self- defense when repeatedly bullied can have tragic consequences. 
We believe that proactive approaches require understanding the ways 
students may be marginalized and then taking steps at an institutional 
level, as well as a classroom level, to improve. Such approaches must 
be taught through thorough professional development and preservice 
teacher preparation. Participants’ inability to answer questions about 
proactive strategies and their misunderstanding about what it means to 
take a proactive approach to antidiscrimination or anti- bullying work 
are clear signs of the need for more precise guidance from the State 
Education Department and better preparation of educators to address 
school culture and climate.

We have presented our research to the State Education Department 
with the argument that DASA is not being implemented according to 
legislative intent because of neglect of the enumerated categories and 
districts’ failure to approach reducing bullying proactively. We have 
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argued, among other things, that new educators need to learn about 
bullying and the experiences of students in the enumerated categories 
while in their preservice programs. Placing this content in university 
coursework (versus the current six- hour workshop) creates opportuni-
ties for more in- depth study of antibias education. It provides time to 
engage future teachers in projects and assignments that challenge them 
to use their new knowledge to create antioppressive educational tools 
for disrupting bias, harassment, and violence in school environments 
and to reflect upon their own biases and prejudices. Studies indicate 
that teacher development is necessary for long- term school change and 
effective school change must be understood as a process that occurs over 
time.43 These recommendations are under consideration with an expan-
sion of the preservice requirement likely. LGBTQ topics are often omit-
ted from preservice education courses or are pathologized (connected to 
HIV, suicide risk, etc.) if present, so we have also provided the state with 
an outline of LGBTQ content that should be included in the expanded 
requirement. If our recommendations are taken up, in time the educa-
tion workforce of New York will all have participated in conversations 
on bullying, gender and sexuality, as well as race, ethnicity, language, 
religion, nationality, and other categories of difference prior to entering 
the classroom.

For schools to become more affirming places for sexual and gender 
minority youth, teacher preparation programs must both include study 
of the experiences of LGBTQ students and routinely “interrogate the un-
derlying patterns of privilege and oppression”44 supported by the histo-
ries and daily practices of schooling. We believe that ultimately teacher 
education programs need to integrate issues of gender and sexuality 
throughout their programs of study— with particular attention to how 
hegemonic gender norms manifest in the policies, practices, and cur-
ricula of K– 12 education. These social norms are fundamental to how 
schools envision the “successful” student, reward achievement, practice 
classroom management, and execute countless other seemingly mun-
dane institutional procedures. They subtly, continuously teach students 
the narrow expectations for whom boys and girls are supposed to “be” 
and implicitly condone the peer- to- peer gender policing that constitutes 
in- school bullying and harassment.45 If teachers begin to develop critical 
tools for recognizing these norms and how they work in schools during 
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preservice training, they will be better equipped to make pedagogical 
decisions in the interest of disrupting the systemic marginalization of 
LGBTQ students and creating school environments that value and affirm 
a broader range of identities. Helping teachers critically examine how 
schools participate in providing “permission to look at LGBT people 
with disdain”46 or sending the “explicit message” that LGBTQ students 
“constitute acceptable targets” or “simply do not belong in school”47 is 
an essential step in the overall project of empowering educators to envi-
sion affirming spaces for LGBTQ students and create proactive plans to 
reduce LGBTQ bullying.

Conclusion

We are deeply invested in closing the gaps between research and prac-
tice; therefore, our scholarly interrogation of the dominant bullying 
discourse is motivated and informed by our work with educators and 
policy leaders. Mainstream anti- bullying programs that individualize the 
problem or “fram[e] . . . the notion of bullying in a generic manner”48 
simply do not address the needs and experiences of LGBTQ students. 
Sociological approaches to bullying bring the social function of bully-
ing to the surface: it preserves the status quo, privileges heterosexuality 
and gender conformity, and “reflects, reproduces, and prepares young 
people to accept inequalities embedded in larger social structures.”49 
The professional development and policy work we have described in this 
chapter represents open- ended, ongoing efforts to translate a sociologi-
cal approach to bullying into meaningful change in K– 12 schools.

In the professional development work, this has involved directly con-
fronting the hegemonic bullying discourse. School culture is presented 
as a frame for teaching participants about working proactively to stop 
bullying— cultural norms are the tools being used to draw boundaries 
between “normal” and “different,” so institutional culture must be evalu-
ated to determine what identities are being marginalized and devalued. 
Once this problem is named, work can begin to make cultural change 
through curriculum, communication practices, school rituals, discipline 
policies, and other elements of school life. Likewise, our policy work 
aims to use the tools of state education law and regulations to raise the 
stakes of creating school cultures that authentically include and value 
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diverse identities. Enumeration creates a legal imperative to account 
for the needs of LGBTQ youth and other marginalized groups, and our 
implementation priorities have been focused on the long- term goal of 
filling schools with educators who know enough about institutional in-
equities and diversity to take up proactive, culture- focused work. We 
know that layered institutional structures are positioned to resist socio-
logical approaches to school bullying, but our research to date indicates 
that— particularly when the interventions are directly communicated to 
educators— there is potential to shift mindsets about youth aggression in 
potentially transformative ways. Our future work will continue to chal-
lenge the dominant bullying discourse and pursue opportunities to sup-
port educators in learning about bullying and addressing school culture.
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5

Bullying as a Social Problem

Interactional Homophobia and Institutional  
Heteronormativity in Schools

C. J.  Pascoe

Just the other morning, I listened to my favorite morning radio program 
as the hosts joked around about the day’s news. One of them, Vinnie, 
shared a story about a local high school. The newspaper reported that 
at a football game the previous weekend, several football players had 
taunted a male cheerleader with homophobic epithets. “How times have 
changed!” Vinnie exclaimed. He recounted stories from his own child-
hood, a time when homophobic harassment certainly did not make 
front- page news. Rather, he described these types of taunts as accept-
able parts of everyday life. Indeed, when he was in school he was just 
“happy to walk into a room” without friends throwing homophobic epi-
thets at him. In exclaiming “how times have changed,” Vinnie highlights 
a significant cultural shift, a shift in which homophobic bullying used to 
be treated as normative and unremarkable and is now, in many places, 
considered aberrant and reprehensible, worthy of a front- page story in a 
local paper and disciplinary action by a school.

Vinnie is on to something. Times have changed. I have seen it in my 
own work. Fifteen years ago, when I conducted research for my doctoral 
dissertation in River High School, a public working- class school in the 
extended suburbs of the San Francisco bay area, homophobic harass-
ment was not only the norm but fairly unremarkable, serving as regular 
fodder on popular sitcoms like Friends (even as it prominently featured 
one of mainstream TV’s first same- sex parents). Rarely did a day pass 
during that research when I did not hear a homophobic epithet or watch 
as, once again, boys made a feminine man the butt of a joke. With the 
exception of one instance that had more to do with the criminalization 
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of young Black men in schools than with concern over gendered and 
sexualized harassment, I never saw a school administrator step in to deal 
with this sort of behavior, behavior that we would now widely recognize 
as bullying.

That was in the early 2000s. I’d like to contrast those findings with 
ones from research conducted in 2015, a decade and a half later in a 
working-  and middle- class high school in suburban Oregon, American 
High School. Walking into the school I was immediately greeted with 
anti- bullying posters— some generated by the state, others by the school 
district, and some by the students themselves. Blue posters designed by 
“SafeOregon” were posted throughout the school. They read “Use Sa-
feOregon to anonymously report bullying, violence, drugs or harm you 
see or hear about at school,” followed by a web address, a text/phone 
contact, an email address, and the name of a downloadable app to fa-
cilitate students’ reports. When I asked a wide variety of students from 
different social groups at the school about bullying at American High, 
they reported that it simply did not happen. From what I saw during my 
two years there, they were right. I saw very little homophobic or gender- 
based harassment in the hallways or other public areas of the school.

The phenomenon of bullying at these two schools seems dramati-
cally different. At American High School, rather than walking into an 
auditory world of harassment and bullying, instead I entered a school 
making explicit statements against bullying and providing resources to 
combat it. This distinction could be chalked up to differences between 
the schools themselves as well as their geographic location. Surely that 
is part of the story, but the change is bigger than those distinctions. The 
differences between these two schools also represent a larger cultural 
shift characterized by declining levels of homophobia and an emergent 
discourse of bullying that was almost nonexistent when I was research-
ing at River High School.

Measurements of homophobia levels in the United States have shown 
a definitive decline over the past thirty years.1 Expressions of homopho-
bia among North American college students have declined relatively 
steadily since the 1970s.2 By 2016 support for gay marriage had reached 
an unprecedented level of 55 percent of Americans.3 This is a dramatic 
and rapid rise from Pew’s 2003 survey that indicated a level of support 
of 32 percent.4 These changes in opinions about same- sex marriage and 
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homosexuality in general are part of a larger cultural shift in terms of 
gender and sexual norms, especially among young men, a change that 
has been reflected in national, state, and local policies.5 It is no longer 
acceptable to be seen as homophobic, in many social milieus. Part of 
being a good citizen now is espousing support for civil rights for gays 
and lesbians, even if that support is uneven, reflecting other forms of 
gendered, race, and class inequalities.

The phenomenon of “bullying” increasingly took center stage as 
a social problem during the time period between these two studies.6 
Likely fueled, at least in part, by a concern over so- called cyberbully-
ing, politicians, scholars, educators, and youth workers focused on the 
issue of bullying as the pressing problem of the day for young people.7 
The White House began hosting summits and a website about bully-
ing; celebrities started foundations to promote kindness and resiliency; 
influencers participated in campaigns aiming inspirational messages 
at GLBTQ youth dealing with homophobic bullying; states and mu-
nicipalities passed anti- bullying legislation; schools and police forces 
increasingly linked bullying to concerns over mental health and school 
violence resulted in initiatives like SafeOregon. The language of bul-
lying became, in many ways, the national language for dealing with 
inequality in childhood.8

This chapter explores these changes by analyzing the way gender-  and 
sexuality- based bullying manifests at River High School and American 
High School. While River High and American High are not an ideal 
match (nor were they designed to be), they provide two useful cases 
with which to think through how a focus on “bullying” as the locus of 
harm can reproduce gendered and sexualized inequalities. I suggest 
that River High School is an example of “interactional homophobia,” 
or a way that gendered and sexualized norms are reproduced through 
aggressive interactions between students that we now easily recognize 
as bullying one another. I argue that what we see at American High 
School is what we might call a case of “institutional heteronormativ-
ity,” in which “interactional homophobia” is rendered unacceptable. 
However, even in the absence of particular forms of bullying, school-
ing processes convey normative messages about gender and sexuality. 
Analyzing these two cases illustrates that a focus on bullying locates the 
harm of homophobia in aggressive interactions between young people 
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and not in the organization of the school itself. This focus on bullying as 
the problem obfuscates the way that schools as institutions convey mes-
sages about acceptably gendered and sexualized identities and practices.

Interactional Homophobia

When I began my research at River High School in the early 2000s, 
I was interested in answering this question: after three waves of femi-
nist activism and significant cultural changes in norms surrounding 
girlhood and femininity, how do boys come to think of themselves as 
masculine in their transition into young adulthood? What I found as I 
entered the school was a world rife with homophobic harassment, some-
thing we would now recognize as bullying. Rarely could I walk down a 
hallway without hearing a boy yell “faggot” or perform an imitation of 
an unmasculine man. Scenes like the following were not uncommon: A 
teenage boy yelled to a group of younger students, “There’s a faggot over 
there! There’s a faggot over there! Come look!” and led the group of boys 
toward the student to whom he was referring, who was walking with 
exaggerated hip swings and hands dangling from the end of limp wrists.

During a year and a half of researching young people’s understand-
ings and practices of masculinity at a working- class high school, River 
High, in Northern California, I documented that boys came to think of 
themselves and others as acceptably masculine largely through the ho-
mophobic harassment of other boys and through heterosexual harass-
ment of girls. In other words, I found that a large part of what constituted 
adolescent masculinity were practices that we would later call bullying. 
When looking at young men’s understandings and enactments of mascu-
linity, it becomes increasingly clear that behaviors that look an awful lot 
like homophobic bullying are a central part of their socialization process.

After being struck by the amount of homophobic harassment I was 
seeing, I began to ask young men at River High about it. In particular 
I asked them about the use of the word “fag,” a word used by boys and 
directed at other boys. In talking to young men at River High about 
their use of the word, they repeatedly told me that “fag” is the ultimate 
insult for a boy. As Darnell stated, “Since you were little boys you’ve 
been told, ‘hey, don’t be a little faggot.’ ” Jeremy told me that this insult 
figuratively reduced a boy to nothing: “To call someone gay or a fag is 
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like the lowest thing you can call someone. Because that’s like saying that 
you’re nothing.” Many boys explained their frequent use of epithets like 
“queer,” “gay,” and “fag” by asserting that, as Keith put it, “guys are just 
homophobic.”

However, several boys strongly suggested that descriptors like fag, 
queer, and gay had little to do with actual sexual practices or desires. As 
Darnell claimed, “It doesn’t have anything to do with being gay.” Add-
ing to this sentiment, J. L. said, “Fag, seriously, it has nothing to do with 
sexual preference at all. You could just be calling somebody an idiot, you 
know?” As David explained, “Being gay is just a lifestyle. It’s someone 
you choose to sleep with. You can still throw a football around and be 
gay.” David’s final statement clarifies the distinction between popular 
understandings of these insults and young people’s actual use of them. 
That is, they have to do with men’s same- sex eroticism, but at their core 
they are best understood as discursive strategies that discipline gen-
der practices and identities. In asserting the primacy of gender to the 
definition of these seemingly homophobic insults, young men reflect 
what Riki Wilchins calls the “Eminem Exception.”9 Eminem explains 
that his use of the term “faggot” does not refer to sexual orientation; 
rather, he claims that it simply means that they are weak and unmanly. 
While it is not necessarily acceptable to be gay, if a man were gay and 
 masculine— as in David’s portrait of the football- throwing gay man— he 
does not deserve the insult.

The assertion that homophobic insults have little to do with one’s sex-
uality is reflected in other studies of homophobic language. In a survey 
of 111 Canadian undergraduate men, none of them answered affirma-
tively to the question “if you were to call a straight man a ‘fag’ or ‘faggot’ 
would you seriously be suggesting that you really and truly believe the 
man is gay?”10 Yet, only 21 percent of them stated that they would not 
use a homophobic epithet to refer to another man.11 Much like the sur-
veyed Canadian undergraduate men,12 boys at River High indicated that 
homophobia is not specifically about sexuality.

The students at River High made clear that this homophobia is as 
much about failing at tasks of masculinity as it is about fear of actual gay 
men. As one young man succinctly wrote on Twitter, “a faggot isn’t gay; 
its someone who acts like a woman.” Among the teenagers at River High, 
homophobia becomes a catchall for anything that can be framed— even 
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in an instant— as unmasculine. In other words, homophobic epithets 
such as “fag” have gendered and sexual meanings. The insult is levied 
against boys who are not masculine (even momentarily) and boys who 
identify or are identified by others as gay. This sets up a very complicated 
daily ordeal in which boys continually strive to avoid being subject to 
the epithet but are constantly vulnerable to it.

Because so many activities could render a boy vulnerable to these 
insults, perhaps it is little surprise that Ben asserted that one could be 
labeled for “anything, literally anything. Like you were trying to tum a 
wrench the wrong way, ‘dude you’re a fag.’ Even if a piece of meat drops 
out of your sandwich, ‘you fag!’ ” While this research shows that there 
are a particular set of behaviors that might provoke the slur, it is no 
wonder that Ben felt this way. In that statement, he reveals the intensity 
and extent of the policing boys endure to avoid the epithet. What ren-
ders a boy vulnerable to the epithet often depends on local definitions of 
masculinity. Being subject to homophobic harassment has as much to 
do with failing at masculine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess, 
or revealing weakness as with a sexual identity. Boys have told me that 
seeming “too happy or something” or serenading one’s girlfriend could 
render them vulnerable to homophobic epithets.

This sort of homophobia appears frequently in boys’ joking rela-
tionships. Sociologists have pointed out that joking is central to men’s 
relationships in general.13 Boys often draw laughs through imitating ef-
feminate men or men’s same- sex desire. At River High, Emir frequently 
imitated effeminate men who presumably sexually desired other men to 
draw laughs from students in his introductory drama class. One day his 
teacher, disturbed by noise outside the classroom, turned to close the 
door, saying, “We’ll shut this unless anyone really wants to watch sweaty 
boys playing basketball.” Emir lisped, “I wanna watch the boys play!” 
The rest of the class laughed at his imitation— collectively repudiating 
a gendered and sexual performance of masculinity. No one in the class 
thought Emir was actually gay, as he purposefully mocked both same- 
sex sexual desire and an effeminate gender identity and performance. 
Rather, this sort of ritual reminded other youth that masculine men do 
not desire other men, nor do they lisp or behave in other feminine ways. 
It also reminded them that those men who do behave in these ways 
merit laughter and social derision.
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Detailing these interactions at River High suggests that what looks 
like homophobic bullying has as much to do with demonstrating one’s 
masculinity as with an actual fear of other gay men.14 These insults are 
levied against boys who are not masculine, if only momentarily, and 
boys who identify (or are identified by others) as gay. Boys use these epi-
thets more than girls do and take them much more seriously.15 Accord-
ing to this line of research, homophobic bullying is a part of boys’ gender 
socialization into normatively masculine behaviors, practices, attitudes, 
and dispositions.16 To capture the gendered nature of these interactions, 
I came to refer to these young men’s homophobic practices as a “fag 
discourse.”17 A “fag discourse” consists of jokes, taunts, imitations, and 
threats through which boys publicly signal their rejection of that which 
is considered unmasculine, usually through homophobic language.

One of the ways young men can escape this form of sexuality and 
gender- based bullying was, perhaps ironically, to deploy a different 
homophobic phrase, “no homo.” Often framed as simple homophobic 
bullying (see, for instance, http://nohomophobes.com), the phrase “no 
homo” actually does complicated interactional work to allow young men 
to express sentiments that could trigger a round of the fag discourse. The 
expression “no homo” is shorthand for “I’m not a homosexual” and is 
perhaps a follow- up to the use of “pause,” which conveyed similar senti-
ment. It emerged out of hip- hop culture in the 1990s to negate gender 
and sexual transgressions but has disseminated through wider culture 
since.18 This phrase is often used when men are expressing affection to-
ward one another or acting in a way that could be deemed unmasculine 
or weak19 or when talking about their friends.20

A study of the use of the phrase “no homo” on Twitter shows it is used 
by male tweeters to accompany expressions of friendship, joy, love, and 
pleasure.21 The phrase “no homo” thus carves out a space to express posi-
tive emotions about a wide variety of topics— from friendships to hot 
cocoa— while simultaneously preventing men from becoming victims of 
homophobic bullying for, as Ben asserted “anything, literally anything.” 
While the phrase is not actually used to accompany “anything, literally 
anything,” it is used to accompany expressions of friendship and affections.

About half the time the phrase is used, it accompanies liking things 
like movies, sports, celebrities, music, food, doing a particular activity, 
or even experiencing nature, as in the following examples:
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Jeff: The Day After Tomorrow is still a tight movie #nohomo.
Lance: I wouldn’t mind if I had a voice like Trey Songz #nohomo.
Hector: My love for Kobe Bryant tho. . . . #NoHomo.

The other half of the time, the phrase is deployed by men expressing 
friendship with other men, either expressing the daily work of friend-
ship or deep love and affection for other men:

Frankie: just DM me ur number bro I lost ur #. Nohomo.
Colin: I miss you #nohomo.
Gene: Really appreciate this dude man not too many dudes can say 

they have Solid bros but god bless me with 1 love you bro nohomo.

In other words, using a homophobic epithet allows for seemingly 
unmasculine behavior and inoculates one against homophobic bul-
lying from others, illustrating the complicated nature of homophobic 
epithets— that they can be used both to shore up normative masculinity 
but also to protect a person when he enacts behavior that may not be in 
line with these gendered expectations. Deploying “no homo” mitigates 
against the risk of the “fag discourse” often deployed in such instances. 
These uses of the phrase “no homo” illustrate the process of carving out 
spaces for pleasure and platonic intimacy to be expressed, while simulta-
neously doing the performative work that one needs to maintain a claim 
on normative masculinity. “No homo” anticipates the sort of interac-
tional homophobia we see with the fag discourse.

Both the fag discourse and no homo represent a form of interactional 
homophobia. In other words, what looks like homophobic bullying, 
using homophobic epithets, is not simply about a dislike of gay people 
but is also a form of gendered norm enforcement. Understanding homo-
phobic bullying as a part of boys’ gender socialization process suggests 
that the current discourse about bullying needs some reworking. Fram-
ing young men’s aggressive behavior solely as “bullying” can elide the 
complicated way in which interactional homophobia is a central part of 
a gender socialization process that supports and reproduces gender and 
sexual inequality. Locating the problem of homophobia in bullying re-
sults in responses to inequality that are largely individualistic and sym-
bolic rather than structural and systemic. Doing so obfuscates the role 
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that institutions play in passing along similar messages about gender 
and sexuality. Through pedagogical practices, disciplinary structures, 
school rituals, and civic engagement, schools convey messages about 
gender and sexuality, while placing blame for problematic messages on 
bullying and hate, rather than bureaucratic processes.

Institutional Heteronormativity

Bullying, homophobia, and gendered norms have changed over the past 
two decades, a shift that was clearly indicated when I began to conduct 
research at American High School, a working-  and middle- class high 
school in suburban Oregon. Rather than hearing an endless barrage of 
homophobic epithets, instead I read anti- bullying messages that covered 
the school walls. One series of posters was titled “No Room for Hate” 
and was filled with student- generated messages like the following:

Racism: If I hear people making racist jokes, then I can ask them to stop
Homophobia: If I hear any homophobic comments, then I will ask why 

does it matter
Playful Joking: If I see another person physically harassing someone 

else, then I will speak up and protect the victim
Sexism: If I see/hear a sexist comment, then I will stop and say how 

would that feel if that was you?

Students at American High School regularly told me that unlike the well- 
resourced school down the road, where students are regularly “bullied 
out,” bullying simply didn’t happen at American. Rather, the ethic was 
one of care, kindness, and “open mindedness.” It wasn’t unusual to hear 
students describe American like this: “I think it’s nicer. I think people 
are a little bit more open . . . I feel like there’s a little bit less of a socio-
economic caste system.” Another student shared, “As far as high schools 
go, American is probably one of the more accepting that I’ve found.” 
Based on what I saw during my two years of research at American, this 
claim rings true. This behavior at American High may be an example 
of the outcome of a national focus on bullying as a social problem. At 
American, gendered and sexualized norms were conveyed not primarily 
through interactional homophobia but through institutional practices, 
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something I am calling institutional heteronormativity. The concept of 
institutional heteronormativity captures the way that homophobia is 
framed (as it is in the anti- bullying posters) as something that belongs 
to an individual in an aggressive interaction like bullying and not some-
thing that resides in institutional practices and rules. Using a case study 
of the Gay- Straight Alliance (GSA) at American High School, the fol-
lowing section documents the way institutions reproduced gendered 
and sexual inequalities by focusing on policies that place the responsi-
bility for it on interactional homophobia.

On a cool January night, a local drag troupe called the House of 
the Ridiculous Absurd, about ten students from the GSA, and several 
teachers gathered to put on a drag show for family and friends. About 
seventy people were in the audience— judging by age, most of them ap-
peared to be parents or family members and not fellow students. This 
was the first drag show ever put on at American High. The GSA advi-
sor, Rose, said the students did all the work. They contacted the drag 
queens and conducted all the rehearsals. While she tried to refrain from 
providing advice, she did discourage them from advertising widely and 
advised them to only put posters up around the school because she did 
not want them “to draw the wrong kind of attention from the larger 
community.”

Rose had “assumed they [school administrators] were going to say 
no” to the event and that the GSA “would be able to push and get some 
sort of compromise.” She had primed the GSA members to be “aware 
that drag doesn’t mean the same thing to somebody who is not in queer 
culture as it does to someone that is.” Rose warned the GSA that “you are 
going to go in and these adults are going to think that you’re asking to 
do a weird sex thing on campus. So you have to figure out how to make 
them understand that this isn’t just a weird sex thing.” But when Sarah, a 
well- spoken white sophomore with big glasses who identifies as asexual, 
presented the GSA’s case to the “operations committee” (the committee 
at the school that approves such things), “She did such a great job. She 
came in. She couched everything in very academic language. She talked 
about, drag is an expression of gender performance, talking about how 
this is allowing people to explore identities, push limits on their identi-
ties or whatever.” After her presentation, the operations committee ap-
proved the event.
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The result was that over the course of two hours, students, profes-
sional drag queens, and teachers put on a charming and understated 
drag show. Because this was the first time most in the audience had at-
tended a drag show, Queen Quixotic, the mother of the House of the 
Ridiculous Absurd explained to attendees what a drag show is, what 
gender is, how to behave at a drag show, and what a drag family is. 
Dressed in typical drag makeup, with long wavy black hair, a formal red 
sparkly dress, and an equally sparkly belt, topped by a stole, she said, “I 
love the sound of my own voice! Applaud for me one more time! . . . I 
grew up in San Diego and we would never have had anything like this.” 
She explained that the queens worked with the students: “We worked, 
we turned, we practiced. I taught them how to walk in heels. I taught 
them how to do a drag queen wave” and said of the show, “It will be 
fierce!” She taught the audience how to show their appreciation in a drag 
show, instructing them to say “Yaass!” and “Work!” by repeating after 
her with a raised arm. Queen Quixotic explained drag by saying “many 
people think that drag is this,” motioning to herself, “a cisgender man 
doing all this work. But that’s not it. Drag is the performance of gender. 
It’s the performance of our identity.”

The show featured a variety of performances of teachers, students, 
and drag queens. The first was Storm, a student who says that their “pro-
nouns depend on the day,” wearing a short burgundy bob wig and an ill- 
fitting purple, shiny, floor- length gown over a black turtle neck in a full 
face of overstated drag makeup dancing intently to the song “Love You 
Like a Love Song.” They received raucous applause from the audience as 
they executed small jumps in time to the music. This dance was followed 
by twelve other performances, ranging from traditional drag queens in 
shiny dresses, high heels, and sparkling jewelry to three students per-
forming as the Schuyler sisters from the hit musical Hamilton singing to 
a cisgender male white teacher playing a ukulele and lip- synching.

The final teacher to perform was the only out trans teacher at the 
school, Max. As the opening notes of Billy Joel’s “Only the Good Die 
Young” played, a piano and a stained glass window were revealed on-
stage. The only drag king of the show appeared dressed up as Billy Joel 
in jeans and a leather jacket playing the piano. Max appeared dressed in 
a white demure dress walking slowly with hands folded in prayer. Over 
the course of the song he transformed from this seemingly innocent 
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female character focused on praying to a jubilantly dancing man wear-
ing a black Transsexual Menace T- shirt and jeans. Transsexual Menace 
was a trans rights organization founded in 1993, the first direct action 
group of its kind. This act brought down the house with wild cheers and 
applause.

Queen Quixotic took the microphone to close the show, saying that 
she wanted a “safe future for our gender diverse siblings out there. Please 
never stop being yourself. Keep doing you! See these people here? They 
all support you!” The lights came up, and Lady Gaga’s queer anthem 
“Born This Way” blared and the students rushed the stage, waving their 
arms in the air, waving jackets around, and dancing exuberantly. A mom 
said to her son as they walked out, “Are you inspired?” The students 
closed the night by taking pictures with each other and dancing with an 
exuberance usually seen at proms or football games. Rose said later that 
the students “were really proud of themselves.”

On first glance, this drag show is a dramatic moment of inclusion in 
which a school created a space for the celebration of queer identities 
and culture, even if the school itself did not actively advertise or publicly 
endorse the event. But I want to unpack the drag show a little bit more, 
perhaps complicating it with what came next.

In the weeks following the drag show, Rose’s concerns about commu-
nity response were partially realized, in that some parents and “admins” 
were “not happy” about what happened at the drag show. The district’s 
equity coordinator shared her concerns with Rose, who shared those 
concerns with students at a subsequent GSA meeting. The equity co-
ordinator’s comments were threefold. First, she was concerned that the 
trans students would be the target of public outrage and anger if there 
was pushback to the drag show. Second, she feared that the drag show 
would affect trans students who were not out, asking, what if “people 
ask to borrow a trans students wig”? Finally, Rose said that according to 
the equity representative, a show could be offensive to trans students be-
cause drag usually consists of cisgender folks dressing like the “opposite” 
(Rose accompanied this word with air quotes) sex.

The GSA students expressed criticism of this response. They repeat-
edly interrupted Rose with “what” and “huh” and other dissents as she 
relayed this information. Two students at one point broke out with 
“but i’m trans!,” laughing in confusion at the equity coordinator’s 
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response. Indeed half of the regular attendees of GSA meetings did not 
identify as cisgender. Nia also highlighted how “powerful” it was for a 
cisgender white male teacher to dress in drag and sing to show support 
for queer students.

The district official’s response to the drag show suggests that the 
school had a particular conception of whom trans students are and what 
their needs are, needs that are seemingly divorced from a legacy of play, 
celebration, and irreverence that characterizes queer culture, a culture 
that, in part, emerged out of needs that gave birth to the practice of drag 
balls in the United States, where many gender queer and trans folk— 
especially economically marginalized and racial ethnic minorities— 
found homes.

A trans student for the district exists as an imagined potential victim 
who must be protected from bullying. This conception is deeply related 
to the location of bullying as the place where homophobia and gender 
norms reside. That is, the biggest threat to a trans student is character-
ized as interactional aggression, not being a member of a school com-
munity that does not recognize or celebrate queer culture. While the 
district seeks to protect vulnerable students, it does so in a mode that 
locates harm in interactional aggression and not on institutional mes-
sages about gender and sexuality.

Queer students at American High did not generally report experienc-
ing this sort of interactional aggression around issues of gender identity 
or presentation. They expressed occasional frustration about teachers 
not using the correct pronouns— such as when Marcel, a trans cheer-
leader, said that one of his teachers “kept misgendering” him because, 
as one of his teachers said, “I just know so many Marcels who are girls!” 
This was followed up with laughter and an affirmation that indeed the 
teachers were trying to do the right thing. The students in the GSA on 
one occasion had a discussion about giving their teachers grades to rank 
how “LGBTQIAA affirming” they were, and on the whole the group 
gave them As and Bs. In other words, even when students may have ex-
perienced less than ideal interactions around gender and sexuality, the 
general perception was that folks were trying to be respectful.

When talking about the challenges they faced, students in the GSA 
seemed to be less afraid of bullying, being closeted, or experienc-
ing victimization than they were frustrated with school policy and 
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infrastructure regarding sexuality and gender identity. In other words, 
the biggest challenges for students were not those imagined by school 
representatives— bullying and forcible outing. Rather, the students ex-
pressed concerns with formal and informal policies as well as physical 
infrastructure in the school. Their frustrations were directed not at other 
students per se but at systemic, institutional issues.

For example, GSA members spent several meetings reviewing the 
twenty- five- page district policy document for “Gender Nonconforming 
Students.” The students put the document up on a doc cam and worked 
through its pages, correcting outdated language and pointing out prob-
lematic, if seemingly well- intentioned, policies. As the president of the 
GSA, Ave, said, it’s “oddly dated for something that was written in 2016.” 
Matt pointed out that it used “the phrase transgendered.” Greta replied, 
“It’s not a verb!,” and they talked over each other recalling and demon-
strating jokingly with their bodies how they enacted “transgenderedness.” 
The GSA president dangled her arm awkwardly, swinging it back and 
forth to demonstrate how they enacted it saying, “we decided it was this.” 
Everyone laughed. The GSA members also critiqued the part of the docu-
ment where there was a claim that there was “little research” on young 
people and transition.

Ave asked, of the language used throughout, “What does gender non-
conforming even mean?” Marcell answered, imitating a teacher using a 
mock formal stilted voice: “You are wearing a men’s T- shirt today, are 
you going by them/they pronouns?” Others murmured in assent. Brett 
said, also imitating an adult, “You play sports, are you a man?” Wynn 
added, “it” “makes it sound like the sex assigned at birth is related to 
their gender.” Greta chimed in, “Like, would they say a transboy is en-
gaging in gender nonconforming behavior if he’s doing ‘boy’ behavior?” 
Finally, Ave claimed, “They are confusing behavior with identity.” The 
latter comment or variations of it was made multiple times. The students 
seemed adamant that behavior and identity were different and that iden-
tity could not be discerned from behavior and seemed frustrated that 
the district experts were not recognizing that in the guidelines.

The students expressed frustration at the continued use of “transboy” 
and “transgirl” throughout the text, suggesting that the guidelines them-
selves continually reified a gender dichotomy. Matt said, “In a weird way 
it invites [teachers] to ask about their genitals which they do not need 
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to do.” Marcell provided an example of conversations he had where he 
would say, “I’m a transboy,” and then the response was, “Oh, so you’re a 
girl / or you were a girl,” saying he responded with “uh, no.” Instead the 
students insisted that the wording in the policy should be of boys and 
girls, not transboys and transgirls.

Similarly the GSA members were frustrated with the fact that require-
ments for Pink Prom were different from those for the regular prom. The 
organization sponsoring the event required that attendees present permis-
sion slips that had been signed by parents to enter the prom. The prom is 
sponsored by multiple school districts and staffed by volunteers mostly 
from the local university. School- specific proms do not require permission 
slips. The GSA members expressed concern that requiring these types of 
forms would result in students being forcibly outed or prevented from at-
tending in the first place. While there might be a legal reason behind this, 
it did not appear to justify the risk for the students. As Ave said, this hap-
pens “because people are homophobic and everything sucks.”

Finally, GSA members expressed concern about the “bathroom prob-
lem.” David and Marcell, both trans students, talked about how difficult 
it is to have only one gender- neutral bathroom, located at the very front 
of the school. David said, “I don’t use it because there’s only one stall.” 
And that awkwardness ensued when he used the more conveniently lo-
cated boys’ bathroom: “The only time I used the boys’ bathroom it was 
hilarious. Oh my god, they were in [there] hiding,” laughing and making 
motions like they were trying to hide their eyes. Marcell said, “If I have 
to do my business during [cheerleading] practices I usually just go in the 
guys’ bathroom.” He described how the boys’ bathroom in the gym is on 
the other side from the girls, and that during one practice he was com-
ing out and another cheerleader asked suspiciously “where were you?” 
and he responded, using a sarcastic tone, “the bathroom.”

The district was slated to build a few new buildings and had opened 
them up for a comment period. The GSA students had a focused dis-
cussion on comments to provide, saying “priorities are gender- neutral 
bathrooms.” Their suggestions included:

• The bathrooms need more than one stall
• The bathrooms need to be accessible
• There needs to be more than one gender- neutral bathroom
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David said, “People will freak out about multiple occupancy gender- 
neutral bathrooms.” Another added, “It is very heteronormative!” as 
other students laughed and said “yes!” Brett said that they heard that 
a local middle school had a gender- neutral bathroom but that it was 
locked. Wynn lamented that “students have to get a key from a teacher, 
effectively outing them.” Another said that a different local middle 
school had “an easily accessible bathroom. It was just in the middle of a 
hallway. It was nice.” Finally, a student added, “They have to have some-
where to put pads and tampons!” Others chimed in “inside the stall” and 
“you can’t do anything with period stuff in the guys’ bathroom.”

The queer students were making some very concrete structural re-
quests of the school— to change and update their policies about gender, 
to make it easier for students of all genders to experience bodily integ-
rity by taking care of their bodily needs, and to change rules govern-
ing participation in meaningful rituals that might expose sexual-  and 
gender- minority students to increased risk. What they were not sug-
gesting is that the school address bullying. Apart from some awkward-
ness from boys in the bathroom or girl cheerleaders, both of which the 
group laughed off, the students simply did not report much interac-
tional aggression. What they were concerned with was the institutional 
setup regarding gender and sexuality, not interactional homophobia.

This perspective sheds light on which students are framed as poten-
tial victims— queer youth— and who and what those in charge think 
these students need protection from— being outed, being drag, or 
being the target of homophobic attacks from the larger community. 
The heteronormative practices of the institution itself obfuscate the 
actual needs of LGBTQ students, needs like menstrual products in 
gender- neutral and boys’ bathrooms. Framing the problem as interac-
tional homophobia elides students’ institutional claims about equality. 
They are asking for a place to be able to take care of their bodily needs 
with the ease that other students can and for the school to update its 
guiding policies on trans and gender- nonconforming students to re-
flect their actual needs.

This increased focus on bullying positions these interactional 
 moments as the location of inequality and not school infrastruc-
ture like normative rituals, rules, and lived environment. A focus 
on queer students’ experiences at American High, however, suggests 
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that sexual norms are built into the institution itself, not just passed 
through aggressive interactions between students.

Conclusion

So what do the stories of homophobia and heterosexuality at these two 
schools tell us about Vinnie’s comment, that times sure have changed? 
Well, they indicate that times have changed, but precisely how they have 
changed is uneven and not always obvious. While narratives about the 
problem of bullying are now a culture- wide way to frame issues of aggres-
sion, by locating the problem of homophobia and heteronormativity in 
bullying, it is harder to see the way that norms of gender and sexuality 
are reproduced institutionally. Thinking back to Vinnie’s comment, for 
instance, is instructive. Likely the football team at River High School is 
still all male. The cheerleading team is primarily filled with girls who 
cheer on the hardworking male football team. A heteronormative logic 
still organizes the school, in other words. Institutionally the school still 
structures gender and sexuality in particular and unequal ways.

Over the past two decades popular discourse and educational institu-
tions have focused on reducing bullying as a way to combat multiple so-
cial ills such as youth depression, suicide, violence, and substance abuse. 
However, framing the problem as bullying renders gender and sexuality 
an individual problem of kindness or meanness, even in institutions like 
American High School that take a proactive anti- bullying stance. The 
result is that while we can easily recognize messages about gendered 
and sexualized norms at River High as located in homophobic bully-
ing, even a school like American High School reproduces inequality by 
embedding it in the very culture of the school through the embrace of 
an apolitical doctrine of kindness and heteronormativity. But calling this 
homophobic bullying and locating the problem of homophobia there 
means that schools can neglect the way that particular norms about gen-
der and sexuality are embedded in their institutions and rituals.
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 7 Pascoe, 2013.
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 9 Wilchins, 2003.
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 11 Brown and Alderson, 2010.
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 13 Kehily and Nayak, 1997.
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6

Mean Girls and Tough Guys

Gender, Sexuality, and the Individualization of 
Anti- Bullying Efforts

Sarah A. Miller

In the fall of 2015, posters line Township High School’s hallways pro-
moting the upcoming anti- bullying assembly, Operation Nice.1 Below 
the hot- pink byline, “a movement bringing awareness of the effects of 
meanness within girl world,” is a cartoon depiction of a bewildered red-
head surrounded by gossiping girls, their conversation simulated in talk 
bubbles: “what is she wearing?,” “back stabber,” “so fat,” “trashy,” “don’t 
trust her,” “anorexic,” “no one likes you,” “fake,” “so ugly,” “poor.” Appar-
ently, in girl world, girls are not so nice.

“That tracks,” Amber, a blonde, low- income, bisexual sophomore, 
tells me, nonchalantly gesturing to one of the posters as we walk to 
the cafeteria. “I guess I’d say that I’ve been bullied by girls. A lot.” Over 
the two school years I got to know her while conducting ethnography 
at Township, Amber’s adolescence was filled with so- called mean girl 
aggression. The abuses ranged from rumors about her sexuality to sys-
tematic avoidance and the spread of a topless photo she had taken for 
an ex. Amber was always reticent to report these experiences to the 
school administration. However, when she learned that multiple anti- 
bullying assemblies were headed to school that fall, she had hope that 
they would help.

She was quickly disappointed. During Operation Nice, young 
women were given few solutions as they were taught about the “harsh 
realities of girl- on- girl crime.” In this assembly, students were taught 
to ignore the inequitable contexts that shape their conflicts, and in-
stead focus on “spreading kindness.” At the next anti- bullying training, 
Project Cyber Safety, young women were taught that if they participate 
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in sexting, they will automatically be known as “sluts” because “boys 
will be boys” and most of the school will end up seeing them. As one 
trainer told the audience, “What you put online is like walking through 
cement. . . . Sexting is a mistake you can never take back.” Visibly upset 
as she left this second assembly, Amber told me that she was ashamed 
that her peers might be remembering her topless photo, which had re-
cently circulated on their phones, and also about the freshly reinforced 
permanence of her sexual reputation. She was also distraught by the 
overarching message: rather than focusing on bullying, the focus was 
on girls’ own “mistakes.”

Amber is one of many teens I met at Township whose marginality 
was reinforced by well- intended anti- bullying efforts. A version of what 
Max Greenberg calls “the curricularization of youth social problems,”2 
anti- bullying programming is now commonplace in many U.S. K– 12 
schools.3 While scholars have found that these programs rely heavily on 
discourses of individualism,4 we currently know less about their gen-
dered and sexual content. This chapter focuses on what anti- bullying 
efforts look like as local practices, exploring the messages they are send-
ing young people, beyond surface- level directives of kindness and con-
flict prevention. Through an analysis of two case studies, Project Cyber 
Safety and Operation Nice, including their marketing strategies, the 
content of their assemblies, and observations of young people’s experi-
ences of them, I illustrate how bullying prevention’s hidden curriculum 
reinforces the role of gender inequality in youth conflict.

Anti- bullying and Inequality

Compared to the proliferation of scholarship on bullying practices, less 
research has focused on the rapidly expanding policies and initiatives 
that schools employ for bullying prevention. The majority of studies 
that do explore anti- bullying largely focus on assessing efficacy, primar-
ily through the examination of pre-  and post- initiative evaluations and 
quantitative school climate survey results, as well as shifts in attitudes 
and decreases in bullying and victimization measures.5 This research 
largely does not include a critical examination of the messages dissemi-
nated through these programs or their impact on school communities 
as wholes rather than on aggregated individuals.
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However, a growing body of literature exploring anti- bullying rheto-
ric in texts, legislation, and the media documents how this discourse 
consistently ignores the role of structural inequality in bullying prac-
tices.6 This “individualization” of bullying emphasizes familial and/or 
personal pathology,7 rehabilitation, and reform, reinforcing a good/bad 
binary between bullies and their victims.8 The focus on bullying and 
bullying prevention as individual choices teens make often obscures the 
cultural and social contexts that limit and structure the choices teens 
have to make.9 Further, the research of both Meyer10 and Abels11 on 
a variety of commonly used anti- bullying texts finds that they decou-
ple bullying from gender-  and sexuality- based power relations and ig-
nore the prevalence of heteronormativity and homophobia in bullying 
practices.

Prevention programming’s inattention to the inequitable contexts 
that shape bullying runs counter to contemporary bullying research. 
As many scholars have shown us, bullying is about inequality: through 
bullying, teens negotiate status,12 police social norms related to gender, 
sexuality, race, class, and ability,13 and make meaning out of the vary-
ing social norms present in their local communities.14 This is especially 
the case in relationship to gender and sexuality. For example, research 
has documented how many of the homophobic and sexist ideologies 
espoused through bullying content generate meanings about gender 
and sexuality central to teens’ gendering processes and the policing of 
gender norms.15 In other words, bullying is a key site where heteronor-
mativity and patriarchy are reinforced between youth. However, just as 
the textual analyses of a variety of anti- bullying programs indicate,16 
Township’s anti- bullying programming also ignores the relationship be-
tween bullying and inequality and instead emphasizes teens’ individual 
responsibility for preventing conflict. Further, as the two case studies 
illustrate below, some campaigns reinforce traditional gender norms, 
while obfuscating the role that gender and sexual inequalities play in 
generating many bullying encounters.

A central framing used within Township’s anti- bullying programming 
is the trope of the “mean girl.” Based on an array of knowledge pro-
duced in the early 2000s on girls’ conflicts, which diverged from earlier 
years of feminist research claiming that women are the more nurturing, 
relationship- oriented gender,17 the “mean girl” archetype emphasizes 
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that girls are aggressive toward other girls in indirect ways. Girls pur-
portedly participate in a “hidden culture of indirection”18 that produces 
the cattiness, backstabbing, and in- group/out- group cliquing that are 
often represented as fundamental to girl culture. This modern dilemma 
of girlhood has proven consumable to a wide audience, launching a 
variety of articles and books in the popular press,19 including multiple 
national best sellers,20 as well as a series of talk show specials, television 
programs, and feature films. A culturally valued expression of misogyny, 
this discourse is not easily detached from the figure of “the mean girl,” 
simultaneously disparaging young women’s conflict strategies while 
blaming them for their “inherent” incapacities to get along.21

In response to increasing attention on aggressive privileged girls, and 
particularly in the wake of a series of high- profile “bullycides” that led to 
the criminalization of some bullying practices,22 many steps have been 
taken within schools in recent years to make all girls less “mean.” In ad-
dition to traditional anti- bullying programs that include segments on 
gendered bullying practices, a series of girl- focused intervention pro-
grams are now widely available on the anti- bullying market. However, 
these interventions have the potential to affect girls unevenly, mitigating 
“meanness” among privileged girls, while increasing penalties for low- 
income girls of color, as relationally aggressive incidents that used to go 
unnoticed are now more likely to result in police involvement.23

The “mean girl” archetype represents white, middle- class feminin-
ity norms that limit certain girls’ expression of anger, frustration, and 
fear. Many authors argue that girls’ aggression is not independent from 
inequality.24 Girls participate in horizontal aggression in response to 
gender oppression, as a relatively safe and acceptable way to expel their 
frustrations— particularly in white, middle- class communities.25 How-
ever, this discourse also consistently involves explicit, yet uninterrogated 
attention to class- privileged, heterosexual, cisgender, white girlhood— 
the girlhood represented in popular culture and politics as innocent and 
in need of protection throughout U.S. history.26 This representation has 
historically been made meaningful at the expense of low- income girls 
and girls of color who are often depicted as more aggressive and more 
in need of institutional reform.27 Further, lesbian, bisexual, queer, and 
transgender girls, many of whom are also low income and/or youth of 
color, are often excluded from this discourse, even though their gender 
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identities and sexualities are often policed through bullying,28 as well as 
larger forms of social control and violence.29

Notably, there is not a corresponding “mean boys” discourse in anti- 
bullying programming, an absence that is also reflected in educator 
practices. In the midst of this cultural emphasis on preventing “mean 
girl” behavior, boys’ participation in and experiences of relational ag-
gression are often invisible30 to educators and to youth themselves. For 
instance, in Mishna et al.’s study31 of Canadian elementary, middle, and 
high schoolers, boys’ relationally aggressive practices were ignored while 
girls’ were “spotlighted” as early as fourth grade, as girls were dispropor-
tionately blamed for bullying and cyberbullying. At the same time, boys’ 
participation in direct physical aggression has been coded by educators 
and youth as a practice of “intelligible masculinity,”32 normalized and 
encoded into traditional masculine gender roles.33

Compared to discourses on relational aggression among girls, boys 
are often expected to be violent in order to solve conflict. Diane Reay’s 
study34 on primary schoolchildren’s gendered cultures illustrates how 
boys’ violence is both sanctioned and, in some cases, demanded, as a 
form of “heroic masculinity.” While being coded as a bully is an un-
desirable label among boys, if boys are threatened, participating in 
physically aggressive practices is often the only acceptable, normatively 
masculine behavior they feel that they can employ. However, as Jessica 
Ringrose and E. J. Renold35 argue, because this normalized masculine 
violence is not accounted for within anti- bullying discourses, they offer 
boys minimal practical or symbolic resources to engage when navigat-
ing conflict. Instead, these discourses reflect and reinforce the insti-
tutionalized gendered hierarchies within schools, normalizing certain 
versions of gendered aggression and not others.

This chapter explores two anti- bullying campaigns situated within this 
larger social history. Operation Nice and Project Cyber Safety frame girls’ 
and boys’ social worlds as “separate cultures,” giving youth explicitly gen-
dered messages on how to handle conflict. Boys are taught to not “act like 
pussies” by participating in relational aggression and instead “act like men” 
by dealing with their conflicts through physical means. At the same time, 
girls’ “meanness” is both emphasized and individualized, while boys’ often 
integral role in girls’ experiences of bullying is ignored. Girls are taught to 
be nice, sexually chaste, and empathetic, while they are simultaneously 
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instructed to both tolerate and protect themselves from boys’ and men’s 
bad behavior. Finally, both campaigns emphasize an idealized white, 
heterosexual, cisgender, and class- privileged girlhood deserving of both 
protection and reform, while obscuring the increased structural and so-
cial challenges LGBTQ youth, low- income youth, and youth of color face 
when navigating conflict. Read together, I argue that Operation Nice and 
Project Cyber Safety reinforce inequalities through the messages they im-
part to young people about gender and sexuality.

Methods

This chapter is based on data collected through two school years of inten-
sive fieldwork at Township, a small, rural high school in the Northeast. 
The study included observations, content analysis of bullying protocols 
and reports, 127 in- depth interviews of school officials and teens, and 
digital ethnography. I spent an average of four days per week observ-
ing a variety of classrooms, the cafeteria, staff meetings, and after- school 
events. The bulk of my interviews were with youth, each lasting approxi-
mately an hour. I spoke with a hundred fourteen-  to nineteen- year- olds, 
including teens from across the social hierarchy and class backgrounds. 
The sample was closely divided between boys and girls and included two 
students who identified as transgender, nineteen students of color, and 
twenty- seven students who identified their sexual orientations as other 
than heterosexual or questioning. Students offered their own terms for 
their sexual identities, which ranged from lesbian to gay, heterosexual, 
bisexual, pansexual, “unsure,” “fluid,” “whatever— but not straight,” and 
“all the flavors of the rainbow,” among others. Finally, I observed seventy- 
five students’ posts on social media sites that teens gave me permission 
to follow, including Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and Instagram. In order 
to ensure anonymity, names and other forms of identifying information 
have been altered, including the names of the participants, the school, 
and the anti- bullying campaigns discussed in this chapter.

Spreading Kindness Like Confetti

Operation Nice is a traveling national campaign involving a manda-
tory girls- only assembly as well as an optional ongoing club aimed at 
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preventing what the founders call “girl- on- girl crime.” Though any teen 
who identifies as a girl is potentially welcome, the programming does 
not address gender diversity and instead focuses exclusively on the expe-
riences of cisgender, heterosexual “females.” This emphasis on a binary 
understanding of gender is reflected in their advertising. Including 
hot- pink promotional materials and inspirational directives on pastel 
backdrops, such as “sprinkle kindness like confetti,” “be a nice human 
being,” and “girls are magic,” the campaign is branded by normative 
femininity. Their motto is: “We’ve all been the victim, unfortunately 
we’re also the cause. Help us change.” This message— that girls are prone 
to and responsible for meanness— was sent to the entire student body, 
received clearly by boys as they were not the recipients of a required 
assembly or classroom instruction where they were schooled on their 
problematic, uniquely “male” relational practices.

Upon entering the auditorium one fall morning, girls are each handed 
a button with the saying “you can sit with us” and an individual Kleenex 
package (an Operation Nice sponsor) complete with cheerful pastel 
quotes exclaiming “happy tears are the best tears” and “hard times call 
for a soft touch.” Before even sitting down, these objects emphasize the 
expectation of girls’ inherent emotionality and responsibility to be nice 
to each other. Taylor and Grace, two slim, striking white women in their 
twenties, carefully address the auditorium in soft voices: “Hello, hello 
girls, how you doing?” Gradually the girls focus their attention on the 
stage. Taylor begins by describing why they created Operation Nice, ex-
plaining that their inspiration was not only their own experiences with 
“girl- against- girl crime” but also “growing up in world where girls can 
often have such a hard time being nice to one another.” Grace continues, 
“We wanted to go out and find out how this happens and how we can 
unite through this universal experience that we as girls share, and create 
change together.”

The central message that relational aggression is a universal experi-
ence that girls are also individually responsible for is hit home early on 
with an activity. Taylor asks the audience for a show of hands, replaying 
a version of a memorable scene from the film Mean Girls: “How many of 
you in this room have been negatively affected by something another fe-
male has said or done to you?” Nearly everyone raises their hands. They 
follow up with a second question, asking for another show of hands for 
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those who have “ever done or said something that has negatively affected 
another female.” About half of girls raise their hands for this one, many 
looking around, laughing. Grace continues, smiling, “We do this to show 
you that we are all in this together. We’re not standing up here pointing 
our fingers at anyone, except at ourselves. Because we all realize that 
we’ve not only all been affected by the things said and done to us, but 
we’re also recognizing that every single one of us plays a role.”

They then introduce their film, which charts their travels across the 
United States “to gain a nationwide perspective on how this affects fe-
males across the country.” As the lights dim, the documentary begins 
with a sequence of news announcers discussing relational aggression 
and Operation Nice: “It’s a tough subject one that can have dire conse-
quences.” “These young women are fighting the hate, spreading kind-
ness across the country.” Two women walk across the screen, exchanging 
hostile glances. Taylor’s voice narrates over somber background music: 
“Remember that look? Us girls, we know that look. . . . We know be-
cause we’ve gotten that look, and we’ve given that look. But girl against 
girl crime isn’t just about that look, it’s the gossip we tell, the rumors we 
spread, the friends we betray, the words we call each other: bitch, fat, 
slut, ugly. It’s girl world. It can be harsh. It can be cruel.” The film contin-
ues like this for over an hour. Interspersed between media coverage clips 
of bullycides, girl fighting, and TV specials featuring Taylor and Grace 
telling bully victims that they are “beautiful” and “worth it” is footage 
of interviews with teen girls about their experiences with “girl- on- girl 
crime.”

The narrators often make the point that relational aggression is uni-
versal, narrating to the audience, “We haven’t met a single girl who 
hasn’t been affected by this.” At one moment, an empirically empty sta-
tistic displays across the screen: “One hundred percent of girls experi-
ence female bullying at some point in their school experience. Source: 
our road trip.” Yet, most of the girls featured are white, heterosexual, 
cisgender, and class- privileged. Along the way, Taylor and Grace stop at 
a series of their friends’ childhood homes to conduct focus groups. In 
each case, while the girls and their mothers recount a familiar formula 
of backstabbing and jealousy over their friends’ superior beauty and re-
sultant ease at attracting boys, leading to regret, tears, and apologies, the 
home they are comfortably seated in displays the owner’s vast wealth. 
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Luxurious furniture, grand pianos, porcelain figurines, and chandeliers 
surround them.

There are moments when Taylor and Grace do talk to low- income 
girls and girls of color. They pause in Washington to talk to Kathy, a 
poor, white, single teen mom struggling to get by and living on her own 
after being abandoned by a father who abused her. Taylor is visibly dev-
astated by Kathy’s story, crying while noting, “I don’t think I’ve ever sat 
down with someone who’s had so many traumatic experiences in their 
life.” Yet her take away for the audience was not that Kathy needed af-
fordable child care, a decent- paying job, educational opportunities, or 
protection from familial violence. Instead, Taylor laments that what 
Kathy really needed was a friend. The few Black girls included in the 
film have their voices narrated with subtitles— a practice that was em-
ployed only for their interviews. There are also cartoon girls of various 
races and ethnicities who provide a visual over additional girls’ voices. 
However, though the campaign stopped in “sixty cities in twenty- eight 
states,” only one school featured a classroom that was not predominantly 
white. And while lesbian, bisexual, and transgender girls are bullied at 
significantly higher rates than their heterosexual and cisgender peers,36 
neither they nor their experiences are represented in this film at all. In 
other words, the universality of “girl- on- girl crime” was largely repre-
sented as the province of the privileged.

The notion that girls are meaner than boys is also a common theme. 
This message is narrated extensively by adult men who are given a sur-
prising amount of air time, often making fun of girls’ conflicts, while 
obfuscating any discussion of boys’ and men’s aggression. As teacher Jim 
Collins explains, “Between girls, it’s like an ancient roman war. On good 
days they’re all cute and writing hearts on each other’s papers— on bad 
days it’s, you know, a blood bath.” Multiple scenes animated by humor-
ous music echo this sentiment while trivializing girls’ conflicts. Without 
getting into why girls might be in competition or how that competition 
relates to gender inequality, psychologist Mark D’Asta explains the dif-
ference between boys and girls: “They’re two different cultures. What’s 
paramount in adolescence for girls is defining selves in their relationship 
to others— and depending on how needy girls are at this time, based on 
their earlier experiences, greater emphasis is placed on relationships.” 
He does not go on to explain boys’ unique developmental processes nor 
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explicate how these “two cultures” are actually different. Instead, Taylor 
and Grace build on this interview, lamenting the lack of “sisterhood” 
girls have compared to the universal “brotherhood” boys seem to expe-
rience with their friends.

The crux of this documentary— and of the assembly as a whole— is 
that girls alone are responsible for their meanness. While a series of ex-
perts do touch briefly on the role of inequality in girls’ conflicts, de-
scribing the pressures of media sexualization and impossible beauty 
standards, girls are ultimately taught to ignore those factors and recog-
nize that the onus of change is ultimately on their shoulders. This last 
point is driven home at the conclusion of the film, where an image of 
a blackboard collects a series of words. Taylor’s voice narrates as they 
are written out in cartoon chalk, “you can blame the media, society, 
parents, gender roles, technology, school systems.” Then, the words are 
erased by a cartoon eraser as Taylor’s voice continues: “It’s not about 
that. Although they do play a huge role, pointing the finger at those 
things makes this a complicated mess without a solution.” When the 
room is left with an empty chalkboard, she finishes: “The solution is 
simple— it’s us.”

As the assembly ends, students file out of the auditorium and head 
to lunch. Their mixed reactions are telling. Faith immediately hands me 
her “you can sit with us” button, asking “would you take this? I don’t 
want it.” At this table of sophomores, the girls are disturbed by the mes-
sages they just received. Mahala tells the group, “I felt like the way it 
portrayed teenage girls, it was just like we’re cruel, vicious animals. . . . 
it was a little unsettling.” Kelsey adds, “it’s not cool that there’s no focus 
on boys. Boys supposedly don’t have problems with each other. Only us. 
And there’s no focus on bullying or even friendships between guys and 
girls.” Faith, clearly irritated, says, “yeah, it’s not gender, it’s not culture, 
it’s not media,” she makes whish, whish signs with her hands, insinuating 
these ideas being erased, as they were on the film’s chalkboard. “Nope. 
It’s us ladies. We’re the problem.” Caleb, the only boy in the group, asks, 
“Well aren’t you? I mean we just got to dick around while all of you all 
had to learn how to not be bitches.”

This statement, meant in jest, encapsulates the differing gendered ex-
periences of Township’s approach to anti- bullying, policing girls’ prob-
lematic relational practices while ignoring boys’. In an interview a few 
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weeks afterward, fourteen- year- old Emma expands on this insight, as 
she describes her discomfort with Operation Nice’s key messages:

You can’t just decide like, “I am— like a white, educated, college woman 
and I know everything about the world and I’m going to tell every single 
girl across the country that you are not capable of resolving your own 
conflicts and having your own relationships.” It’s like, I don’t know. 
Like— it’s not like I have a lot of experience in the world, but I know I can 
make good relationships with people. . . . And like we had to sit through 
this— while guys are completely validated in their relationships, they’re 
allowed to fight, they’re allowed to be assholes to girls, they’re allowed to 
do whatever.

As Emma points out, the emphasis on “mean girls” absolves boys of 
their contributions to girls’ conflicts as well as their own participation 
in conflict with girls. It also distracts from the larger realities that girls 
often have to deal with, including the pervasive threat of normalized 
sexual violence37 and the social downfall from slut- shaming and sexual 
rumor spreading from which boys often participate in and benefit.38

Further, while Operation Nice offers girls a chance to apologize to 
each other and to pledge to do better, the campaign largely doesn’t ad-
dress or offer girls the opportunity to talk about the content of their 
conflicts, nor the constraints that shape their relationships and de-
sires. Instead, Township teens were offered an additional training that 
only reinforces these constraints under the guise of cyberbullying 
prevention.

Project Cyber Safety

One week after Operation Nice, teens were ushered into Township’s 
auditorium for another assembly. Composed of gender- segregated 
trainings, Project Cyber Safety was organized by law enforcement and 
contained a variety of messages about gendered sexuality under the aus-
pices of cyberbullying prevention. The training began with a focus on 
digital footprints, laying out a foundational message that what teens post 
online permanently shapes their reputation. However, this message was 
nuanced differently for boys and girls.
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In the boys’ training, the emphasis was on preventing young men 
from losing access to opportunities. Officer George Whelan begins 
with an attempt to identify with the boys in the room: “Believe it or 
not, when we were in high school we did some pretty stupid things, 
some fun things, some risky things. But when we did those things it 
was different for us because there were no computers, no phones, no 
iPads.” Officer Ed Jones adds, “That’s not the world you guys are living 
in. What we want is for you to not get in trouble.” According to these 
officers, “trouble” came from digital images that captured them having 
“too much fun.” For example, they show a cartoon clip of a boy whose 
scholarship aspirations are thwarted because of the spread of a series of 
pictures of him drunk at a party. Afterward, they tell the boys that they 
know they’re going to party, just “don’t be stupid” about what they post 
online. According to Officer Jones, “Everything counts when it’s online. 
It’s all going on your permanent record.”

This message was decidedly different for the girls, with excess empha-
sis placed on their sexual propriety. Officer Carol Jackson begins this 
same segment by discussing reputations and suggests that teens make 
choices about who to associate with, based on them. “Reputations are 
how people think of you and what you’ve done. .  .  . Some girls have 
a reputation for being rude or slutty, right? Reputation is really, really 
important to us. It’s our self- image to the world. It’s what people think of 
us. You hear a name, and you immediately think of things about a per-
son.” Officer Jackson presents this segment as though the young women 
in the audience don’t already have to navigate reputations and their out-
comes. Rather than asking girls to think critically about the underlying 
reasons why girls’ reputations have so much social purchase, she instead 
reifies them and emphasizes their negative impacts.

She then opens up a conversation about the many ways that reputa-
tions can shape a young woman’s life chances. She asks the girls for some 
examples. Tiffany, a senior, offers, “Posting inappropriate pictures.” Of-
ficer Jackson nods: “Absolutely. We can say it. Slutty pictures. You guys 
are ladies, right? What’s the bad reputation for a lady? Being slutty, right? 
And photographs that give that impression, even if you don’t mean it, 
are gonna have that effect. Slutty pictures have a permanent effect. Your 
reputation, it’s really hard to change it. I want you think beyond what 
you post.”
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I look around the room at the faces of the young women I’ve gotten 
to know. On Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook, their pictures often re-
veal different sides of the girls seated in the auditorium that morning. 
Many carefully cultivate images that present themselves in ways that 
others might find attractive. The more revealing the photo, the more 
affirmation they often receive in the form of likes, hearts, thumbs- ups, 
and comments. This affirmation is certainly reflected in the culture that 
surrounds them. It is not at all surprising that some of them want to ap-
pear sexy online. However, as Officer Jackson makes abundantly clear, 
when you’re an adolescent girl, your presentation of self is often judged 
on the fine line of the slut continuum. Girls are aware of this line and are 
policed on it regularly,39 often through bullying practices40 like Amber 
and many other girls in this room already experienced. This training 
only added to the already deeply entrenched constraints on girls’ sexu-
alities in schooling,41 emphasizing that this line exists, and further, that 
if a girl ends up on the wrong side of it, the effects are permanent.

This message is carried into the next Project Cyber Safety unit, which 
features an anti- cyberbullying public service announcement. In the 
video, a group of girls sit at a kitchen table doing homework, a mother 
washing dishes in the background. One girl says directly to another, 
“Megan. You’re a tramp.” At this moment, during both the boys’ and 
girls’ trainings, the entire room bursts out in laughter. The camera pans 
back to Megan’s face, clearly hurt by this insult. The girl continues be-
rating Megan: “Ryan Fitch told me you guys made out. And that your 
breath smells like garbage, and that he almost puked. Everybody knows. 
He said you’re the most desperate girl he knows, besides your mom. 
How many boyfriends does she have anyway, lots?” The camera fades to 
black and the PSA tag line says, “If you wouldn’t say it in person, why say 
it online? Delete cyberbullying. Don’t forward it.”

The lights in the room come back up as the students try to curb their 
amusement, the PSA reiterating to them how little these adults under-
stand about their experiences of bullying. Once the laughter dies down 
in the girls’ training, Officer Jackson does not address how Megan’s at-
tack was mobilized through the cruel treatment by Ryan Fitch, a boy that 
she presumably trusted. Instead she asks, “See the pain on her face? It’s 
so hurtful. Just because you’re saying it on a tablet, on a screen it doesn’t 
mean it doesn’t hurt. I want you to think twice before you say something 
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mean online, like calling someone a slut.” Though important, this appeal 
does not question the concept of a slut, which Officer Jackson had just 
reified herself in the segment on digital reputations. Instead, this appeal 
is focused simply on not causing another girl shame.

While girls learn about the pain and validity of slut- shaming through 
this unit, the boys learn that cyberbullying is a feminine behavior. Offi-
cer Whelan moves on from the “Megan you’re a tramp” PSA in the boys’ 
training to emphasize how cyberbullying isn’t manly, not like the kind of 
bullying boys took part in when he was a teen: “When we were growing 
up— if you wanted to be a bully, you had to be man enough to get up in 
my face. If you want to give me shit, you gotta get in my face to do that. 
Now you don’t have to do that— you can do it over text messaging. You 
can make yourself feel like you’re a real tough guy by saying all this bad 
stuff about other people and not even have to get up in their face. Well 
really how tough does that make you? Not really.” Officer Jones adds to 
Officer Whelan’s feminization of cyberbullying, telling the room slowly 
and gravely, “I’ll tell you this straight up guys, if you need to go online 
and say that shit about other people to make yourself feel like a man. 
You are a long way away from being a man. In fact, you’re going in the 
other direction.”

This appeal reiterates multiple messages. Rather than instructing boys 
not to bully, these officers use this anti- bullying training to teach the 
boys to bully with brute force and not act like “sissies” by cyberbully-
ing each other like girls do. Emphasizing a hierarchy of conflict forms, 
“manly” physical bullying is given more respect, while boys who cyber-
bully are emasculated. This message instructs boys that girls’ conflicts 
are inferior to their own— and further, that girls’ conflicts have nothing 
to do with them.

Importantly, Officer Jones does encourage the boys to think criti-
cally about the impact of cyberbullying on girls. However, he does so 
in a way that reinforces the well- worn trope of “locker room talk”42 
that reinforces their objectification: “I know that it happens about girls, 
right?” He mimics what a teen boy might say, “Oh— here’s a picture of 
so and so— she’s hot— I saw her at the swimming pool this summer 
in this bikini. She’s smokin’. Let’s tap that! We’ve all been there right?” 
Some boys laugh along with Officer Jones, seemingly attempting to “bro 
down” about objectifying girls, resorting to sexually violent language. 
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He continues, “Okay. But what if it’s your sister in somebody else’s pic-
ture? What kind of crap is she gonna get in when she shows up in the 
school in the fall? How many guys have already looked at that picture, 
seen a copy of it, maybe even put it in their spank bank, okay? Let’s be 
real.” Other young men shift uncomfortably in their seats. Paul, a white, 
working- class, gay senior yells out, “Oh my god, let’s not!” Ignoring him, 
Jones drives home the point, “Do you want your sister in anybody else’s 
spank bank? Don’t send that stuff out there.”

Officer Whelan steps in, offering an example of how a sister’s nude 
image might end up in a random friend’s camera roll and used for mas-
turbatory purposes: “Look at it from this perspective guys. You’re dating 
some girl she’s really hot. You get her to sext with you, and send you 
some awesome picture of her, nice rack, what have you— awesome. And 
she then tells you ‘you’re not doing it for me anymore. I’m breaking up 
with you.’ You’re gonna be pissed off right? What are you gonna do with 
that picture?” The boys are silent. Officer Whelan continues, “In all hon-
esty, you’re gonna be like, ‘okay bitch. You’re gonna treat me like that, 
this is what I’m gonna do.’ ” He then mimics forwarding a picture on an 
imaginary phone in his palm, declaring, “and that’s how they get shared.” 
In this anti- bullying segment, these officers draw on misogynistic dis-
course circulating in the larger culture43 to normalize both the idea that 
it is okay for boys to collectively talk about girls in degrading ways and 
the notion that this form of aggressive behavior is something boys will 
be compelled to do if a girl breaks up with them.

Officer Jones takes the floor again, attempting to intervene in Officer 
Whelan’s example. “There’s a couple of problems with this. One, this 
is bullying. And more importantly, it’s a crime. You don’t want your 
reputation to be ‘oh— that’s the guy I went to high school with but then 
he got arrested for producing and sharing child pornography,’ because 
that’s what it is. For anyone who’s under eighteen, having naked pic-
tures of somebody under eighteen on your phone or laptop— that’s a 
crime. And you could go to jail.” Both officers continue to give further 
examples of how boys end up with child pornography charges for keep-
ing girls’ nude pictures on their phones and emphasize that they should 
always delete them.

It is noteworthy that the takeaway message of this segment was 
ultimately not about preventing a very insidious form of sexual 
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bullying— one that a series of Township young women, like Amber, had 
been subjected to by some of the young men sitting in this very room. 
The message was also not to stop asking girls for nude pictures or to pro-
tect their pictures once boys received them. The notion that teen boys 
will ask for nudes was taken as an unavoidable fact. Instead, the main 
message these officers impart is to simply not get caught with nude pic-
tures so that Township boys do not receive criminal records.

Meanwhile, in this same segment of the girls’ training, girls are taught 
not to trust boys or adult men. Officer Jones tells the girls, “At some 
point, you’re gonna meet someone and you’re gonna think, this is my 
forever man. You’re gonna think it’s my soul mate. And their gonna say, 
‘prove it to me, send me a picture. Take your shirt off, take your bra off, 
let me see those cute panties.’ ” Note, there are already multiple messages 
disseminated here about gendered (hetero)sexuality: that boys need for 
girls to “prove” their commitment to them, that girls would sext only if 
they believed it was with their “forever man,” and even then, only if their 
“forever man” coerced them into doing it.

Officer Jones takes this warning to the next level, dismissing the no-
tion that any boy can be trusted or that any teenage romance has the 
capacity to last: “I don’t want to be a heart breaker, but that first person 
that you know you’re in love with and you think it’s gonna be forever, but 
it’s not. I can tell you, it’s not. But you know what is gonna be out there 
forever? That picture of your breasts. And what do you think they’re 
gonna do with it? You break up with them, they break up with you, feel-
ings are hurt, they’re gonna take that picture and they’re gonna plaster it 
everywhere— okay? Everywhere.”

He goes on to describe all the different hands a young woman’s photo 
might land in, including those of “some creepy dude in Canada” who is 
going to find her image and use it for extortion. “That’s what sextortion 
is: I know who you are, I know where you live, I’ll be waiting for you in 
the bushes. The reality is this is incredibly dangerous and the activity 
that they force you to do, it gets worse and worse. It’s not just take your 
bra off, it’s take that object and put it in a certain place, on video. That’s 
what sextortion is. It’s what happens when you send willing pictures out 
to boys you think you trust. Don’t do it in the first place and this won’t 
happen to you.” This warning, which places the onus of sexual violence 
prevention on girls’ shoulders, is underscored by yet another video of 
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a white girl who is exposed by a boyfriend and ends up getting propo-
sitioned by other boys, teachers, neighbors, and seedy adult strangers. 
The video is narrated by a young woman’s voice, “Once you post a photo 
online, you can’t take it back. Anyone can see it. Remember, think before 
you post.”

The girls, many of whom mentioned during interviews that they 
regularly sext with their significant others, are clearly uneasy, as they 
are now being told that they are already vulnerable to anyone seeing 
their naked body. Kelsey leans over at this point and whispers to me 
and her friend Jessa, “75 percent of girls in this room have sent a naked 
picture to someone— and you trust them, but what do you do about it?” 
Jessa, nods her head, adding about Township boys, “they always ask for 
nudes.” Others are frustrated. I talk with seventeen- year- old Galen later 
that day who laments, “Adults completely miss the fact that sexting’s 
completely normal. It happens to everyone at some point, you know 
what I mean? Like every single person. I think they just don’t get it be-
cause they didn’t go through it. . . . Like having sex is different now. So 
what are we supposed to do?”

While throughout Project Cyber Safety adults acknowledged that 
teens get bullied and that boys are often driven by (hetero)sexual desires, 
they ignored the reality that girls have sexual lives and desires as well. 
Girls’ sexualities, also always framed as heterosexual, were addressed 
only through slut- shaming, through sexual bullying, or as objects of de-
sire or predation. Further, adults’ overarching presumption that sexting 
is not already a common practice among youth only reinforced the mes-
sage that teens should, in fact, judge girls (notably, not boys) if they sext 
and get exposed. Ultimately, teens learn that girls are slutty, foolish, and 
tempting serious danger if they take part in a normalized sexual practice 
that is increasingly expected of them.

Conclusion

Read together, Operation Nice and Project Cyber Safety reinforce gen-
der inequalities through the messages they impart to young people 
about gendered sexuality. They frame girls’ and boys’ conflicts as “sepa-
rate cultures,” ignoring the interaction between genders in many teen 
conflicts as well as the realities of many boys’ experiences of bullying. 
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The narratives offered to teens are always individualized, obscuring the 
roles of adults and institutions in producing many of the constraints 
that teens navigate. These initiatives ignore the competing roles of race 
and class in teens’ bullying experiences while offering a heteronorma-
tive framing of adolescent life, erasing the experiences of LGBTQ teens 
entirely. They emphasize girls’ vulnerabilities to each other, to boys, and 
to society, while also trivializing their conflicts. At the same time, they 
position girls, not boys, as interpersonally challenged and responsible 
for creating a kind and compassionate school culture.

In Operation Nice, girls are schooled on the universality of “girl- on- 
girl crime,” based not on empirical evidence but on two privileged young 
women’s perceptions. Their unacknowledged emphasis on white, het-
erosexual, upper- middle- class, cisgender girlhood both ignores and ob-
scures the bullying that nondominant teens regularly navigate. Though 
the documentary does pay lip service to the underlying societal pre-
cursors of aggression, it explicitly tells girls to ignore those factors— by 
literally erasing them— and to instead focus inward. Finally, the dual 
emphasis on girls’ inherent meanness and the directive of being nice 
serves only to further discipline girls, depriving young women of their 
often very real, very justified anger at the outcomes of a patriarchal sys-
tem designed to pit them against each other and put them in their place, 
again and again.44

In Project Cyber Safety, boys and girls receive a potpourri of com-
peting gendered sexual messages. Teens learn that boys are inherently 
irresponsible, while girls are inherently attention seeking and ultimately 
vulnerable to teen boys’ and adult men’s advances. Boys’ sexual desires 
are assumed, validated, and given boundaries. Meanwhile, girls’ sexual 
desires are both obscured and penalized harshly— with cyberbullying, 
abuse, sextortion, and the threat of a permanently tarnished reputation. 
Further, girls learn that they are personally responsible for preventing 
these penalties: by not acting or presenting themselves as “slutty,” by 
not engaging in online sexual activity that is both normative and ex-
pected in their peer groups, by not trusting that boys they meet online 
are whom they say they are, and also by not trusting boys they know 
and love. While Project Cyber Safety was designed to mitigate bullying, 
the approach replicated a series of related messages about girls’ sexual 
morality already circulating at Township, further emphasizing the value 
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of slut- shaming in girls’ lives and the need to regulate their own actions 
and representations online.

Finally, while girls learn that they should prevent cyber conflicts by 
being nice, boys learn that girls handle conflict in inferior ways. In true 
irony, boys are taught— in school, by police officers, during an anti- 
bullying training— to physically fight their conflicts out and that if they 
cyberbully each other the way girls do, they’re not “real men.” Neither 
girls nor boys learn anything regarding what these conflicts are about or 
how the many pressures and penalties that adults delineated during this 
training deeply shape them.

While these initiatives are only two examples of the many programs 
available through the bullying prevention market, they offer a caution-
ary tale that warrants the need to think critically about the tools the 
anti- bullying era is offering today’s youth. Here, boys’ options for gen-
der expression are bound by “preventative” messages that encourage the 
linkage of masculinity both to physical violence and to the objectifica-
tion of girls and women. Meanwhile, girls are limited by gendered direc-
tives on the value of niceness met with anti- bullying lessons that equate 
their social value with their sexual actions. Anti- bullying initiatives 
are clearly not enough to contend with the extensive ways that gender 
and sexuality are policed in adolescence. Rather than teaching youth 
to “spread kindness like confetti,” teens might be better served if adults 
more directly and systemically address the gender/sexual minefield 
youth have to negotiate routinely throughout their school days. Produc-
ing dichotomous models of girls who are “kind” and boys who “fight like 
men” does little to remedy these challenges. Our concern for teens must 
expand beyond the surface of their conflicts and instead attend to the 
much deeper, more divisive inequities that shape teenagers’ lives and re-
lationships. At the very least, our attempts to prevent bullying shouldn’t 
reproduce them.
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7

Status Motivation, Network Stability, and 
Instrumental Cruelty

Robert Faris and Liann Tucker

There is by now strong evidence that much (and perhaps most) bullying 
is instrumental in nature, intended for the purpose of social climbing. 
Bullying and related forms of cruelty can be seen as both a display of 
power and a means of attaining it. Rooted in the competition for social 
status, bullying is a tool used by the socially ambitious to ascend their 
school social hierarchies. Yet the theory of instrumental aggression gives 
rise to a paradox: if bullying can bring social rewards, why are there not 
more bullies? After all, even by the broadest definition, only a minority 
of students are engaged in bullying at any time.1 We resolve this para-
dox with an empirical analysis of personal values and network structure, 
using a large panel study of adolescent social networks to document 
two countervailing cycles whereby values affect networks in ways that 
subsequently reinforce those same values.

Theories of Bullying, Instrumental and Otherwise

Early research on bullying tended to emphasize its psychological ante-
cedents, such as empathy deficits, low self- esteem, and internalizing 
problems.2 Research on the precursors of victimization, meanwhile, has 
long pointed to physical, social, and psychological vulnerabilities3 such 
as depression and anxiety,4 acne and related skin disorders,5 obesity,6 
poor body image,7 disability,8 LGBTQ identities,9 and social isolation or 
low- quality friendships.10 None of these psychological or physical charac-
teristics are traditionally associated with high status during adolescence. 
Yet as scholars turned their attention to the peer context, they quickly 
discovered that bullies are often in fact quite popular and generally well 
liked, and many have strong, rather than maladapted, social skills.11
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If bullying and peer status were linked, it was not immediately clear if 
status fueled cruelty, with popular youth abusing their power over sub-
ordinates, or bullying boosted status, or both, and theories of bullying at 
that time, often imported from other fields in psychology, sociology, and 
criminology, did not offer clear direction on this. The theories tended to 
ignore the association between status and aggression altogether, focus-
ing instead12 on weak or insecure attachments to parents and caregiv-
ers,13 pathological cultural traditions specific to some organizations,14 
defiant reactions to behavioral sanctions,15 or in- group versus out- group 
conflicts.16 Recent application of standard criminological theories, in-
cluding strain theory, differential association, and self- control theory, 
to bullying received relatively minimal empirical support.17 Bronfen-
brenner’s ecological theory provides a particularly useful framework for 
understanding interacting risk factors, such as behavioral modeling and 
exposure to violence, operating in overlapping peer, family, school, and 
neighborhood contexts.18 Few if any theories could explain its connec-
tion to popularity or offer guidance as to who was likely to bully whom, 
and why.

The simplest explanation for the link between popularity and bul-
lying is that the latter is an instrumental action intended to achieve 
the former. More formally, in enduring social contexts lacking formally 
organized hierarchies, socially ambitious people are likely to cruelly an-
tagonize each other in order to gain or maintain social status. The first 
scope condition— that contexts be enduring— is important because 
those whose encounters are (expected to be) fleeting are unlikely to 
invest energy in climbing an ultimately ephemeral social ladder, and 
the second because formal role structures invest prestige and power in 
some at the expense of others, preempting the status contests before they 
begin. Cruelty may occur in such contexts, but it is probably motivated 
by other concerns.

Schools— at least ones that are not so large that many students could 
be strangers to each other— certainly meet both of these criteria. But 
while it is common to think of bullying as an exclusively adolescent 
phenomenon, we believe the greatest differences between adults and 
adolescents are not intrinsic to the life course but rather functions of 
the contexts in which they find themselves. Teenagers are caged, spend-
ing most of their waking hours confined in crowded settings lacking 
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formal role structures and established hierarchies, and so they must 
sort out roles and statuses for themselves. Adults rarely find themselves 
in contexts that are like schools, instead spending most of their time 
either situated into organized roles via various institutions (the fam-
ily) and formal organizations (the workplace) or as free- ranging actors 
whose unstructured encounters with others tend to be fleeting, diffuse 
(in the sense that they lack a stable audience for the interaction), and 
avoidable. In short, when adults are stuck together, they tend to have 
organized role relationships. When adults do find themselves confined 
within settings without (or with minimal) formal role relations, as they 
are in houses or on islands in reality TV, or more commonly in prisons, 
book clubs, retirement communities, parent- teacher associations, and 
academic departments, they sometimes find themselves behaving like 
high schoolers. So while here we apply the theory to adolescents in 
middle and high schools, it can be generalized to other cases as well.

A theory of instrumental bullying implies several testable hypoth-
eses. First, and fundamentally, it should be specifically status- motivated 
behavior. Even if we are unable to observe directly the precise inten-
tions behind specific acts of cruelty, instrumental cruelty implies a posi-
tive association between the desire for status and bullying, one that has 
been supported by empirical research.19 Second, we should anticipate 
instrumental aggression to escalate following an increase in social status, 
which is accompanied by both greater capacity to do harm (through 
enhanced influence on others) and an increase in potential rivals, which 
now include those left behind as well as those whose ranks they have 
joined. In addition to cross- sectional associations, large, longitudinal 
studies have shown that gains in social status are associated with sub-
sequent increases in aggressive behavior.20 Yet just because bullies are 
popular does not mean they are instrumental— they could be sadists 
instead. If aggression is instrumental, then desistance should occur once 
status goals have been reached, which is what seems to happen.21

To the extent that it is instrumental, bullying should be directed at 
rivals of relatively high status. Bullying vulnerable schoolmates could 
be a way of enforcing (or defining) group norms, but it is unlikely to 
boost popularity.22 To the contrary, it is more impressive to challenge the 
strong than to abuse the weak, so ambitious bullies must target promi-
nent social rivals rather than wallflowers. Indeed, empirical research 
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finds that victimization rates tend to increase, not decrease, as adoles-
cents gain social status23 or act aggressively themselves.24

Furthermore, the logic of social rivalry dictates that adversaries are 
not just powerful but proximate. If relationships are the currency of so-
cial status, then competition, and potentially aggression, is particularly 
likely at short social distances (e.g., within friendship groups). Addition-
ally, upward mobility necessitates leaving old friends behind as new ones 
take their places, generating animosity in the process. Recent research 
confirms that cruelty and aggression are significantly more likely to 
occur between friends and between other structurally equivalent stu-
dents, with especially distressing consequences for their victims.25

Finally, and crucially, aggression can in fact improve social status. 
Sophomore bullies were more likely to join elite social circles (as re-
flected in yearbook designations) by their senior year— provided that 
their victims were high status, socially close (e.g., friends, or at least 
within the same friendship group), or aggressive themselves.26 More-
over, their victims were effectively banished from elite social circles.27 
Other research confirms that the status benefits of aggression depend on 
“punching up,” finding that targeting high- status, rather than low- status, 
victims is associated with greater status gains.28 Cumulatively, these re-
sults offer robust support for the existence of instrumental aggression, 
whereby aspiring social climbers tear down their popular rivals to boost 
their own prospects, desisting only once they ascend the peak of their 
school’s social pyramid.

Structure and Motivation

Despite its empirical support, this theory introduces a paradox: if 
“social combat” allows aggressors to enhance their prestige and expand 
their influence while marginalizing their vanquished rivals, then why is 
it not more common, and why does it not increase in prevalence? Differ-
ences in measurement techniques can affect bullying prevalence rates, 
but regardless of the measure used, bullies and their victims invari-
ably compose a small minority of any student body. Moreover, much 
of the bullying and aggression that does occur is directed toward the 
already vulnerable and does not fit the profile of instrumental aggres-
sion. Thus, its effectiveness notwithstanding, only a fraction of students 
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would appear to be engaged in social combat at any given time. More-
over, this fraction shrinks over the course of adolescence, as has been 
widely documented.29

Part of the explanation no doubt lies in the fact that some of them 
have superior means at their disposal. If one wants to be popular in an 
American high school, bullying schoolmates is no doubt less efficient, 
and riskier, than being athletic, good- looking, or rich. But only a lucky 
few are able to fill those lanes to the top, and yet the many students 
they leave behind generally do not use aggression as a way to catch 
up. One might also imagine adolescent status hierarchies are highly 
crystallized, with few opportunities for mobility due to the weight of 
Matthew effects and other mechanisms of cumulative advantage. Yet 
these hierarchies are in fact highly turbulent, with abundant examples 
of rising fortunes to inspire the tactical use of aggression.30 Yet most 
abstain.

We offer two propositions as an explanation. First, only a minority 
of students care deeply about status, with almost none putting it ahead 
of close friendships. Instead of eyeing the next rung on the social lad-
der, most teens prioritize the intimacy, support, and loyalty of existing 
friendships over the prestige of more popular ones.31 With this in mind, 
using aggression to achieve status is risky in two ways: it may not work, 
and it may terminate existing friendships. While friendship termination 
is a normal part of development as adolescents develop new interests 
and values,32 it can still result in distress due to the loss and stress,33 
distress that is only partly mitigated by newfound friendships.34 The 
benefits of stable and close friendships include prosociality,35 lower lev-
els of loneliness,36 and lower levels of aggression and victimization,37 
while unstable friendships put students at risk for worse academic per-
formance and overall well- being.38

Second, motivations— for close friendships or for status— reinforce 
the stability (or turnover) in friendships, which in turn further bolsters 
those same values. Specifically, we anticipate two reinforcing cycles, one 
where adolescents who prioritize having close friends retain more of 
them over time, which subsequently strengthens the importance of close 
friendships, and a second where adolescents who prioritize status tend 
to change friends, further intensifying their thirst for popularity. But 
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because most adolescents prioritize close friendships over popularity, 
they retain more friends over time, further invest in those same friend-
ships, and ultimately devalue popularity and eschew the cruelties that 
can achieve it.

Data and Methods

We test these propositions using data from the Context study, a large 
NIH- funded panel study of over seven thousand adolescents from three 
counties in North Carolina from 2003 to 2007. At wave 1, all sixth, sev-
enth, and eighth graders attending public schools in those counties were 
eligible to participate, and eligibility was extended to new students who 
joined the original cohorts in subsequent waves. Trained data collectors 
administered in- school paper surveys every six months, with the excep-
tion of wave 7, which was collected one year after wave 6. One county 
school district withdrew from the study after wave 5, for unrelated rea-
sons. Response rates were high, between 89 percent (wave 1) and 73 
percent (wave 7), and 7,174 students participated in at least one wave.

We estimate a maximum likelihood (with missing values) cross- 
lagged linear model with four endogenous variables, observed at 
waves 1, 3, and 5 (hereafter referred to as T1– T3), so each observation 
occurred in the spring of a school year, with one year between ob-
servations. The endogenous variables include status valuation, close 
friend valuation, friendship network centrality, and retained friends. 
Status valuation is measured using a question asking respondents how 
important “being popular” is to them, with four response categories 
(very, somewhat, not very, not at all). Close friend valuation is mea-
sured using a question asking respondents how important “having a 
close group of friends” is to them, with the same four response cat-
egories. The remaining two endogenous variables are calculated from 
the friendship networks, generated by asking respondents to name 
up to five of their best friends. Network centrality is measured using 
three- step in- reach, which is the percentage of the school network that 
can reach ego on incoming paths of length three or less.39 Retained 
friends is simply the number of friend nominations that remained the 
same from the prior time point. We control for gender (with female as 
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the reference), race/ethnicity (white, African American, Latinx, and 
other), and cohort (eighth, ninth, and tenth grades at T3).

Results

The sample is 51 percent white and 36 percent African American and is 
evenly divided by gender and grade in school (Table 7.1). At T1, the aver-
age student could be reached (on incoming ties) by 11 percent of their 
schoolmates; this figure drops to 8 percent by T2, when more of them 
have entered large high schools.

As anticipated, the desire for popularity is not as widespread as com-
mon wisdom or cinematic portrayals might suggest, as less than one- 
third of students reported that being popular is very important to them 
(Table 7.2). At T1, 62 percent of respondents said it is either very (32 
percent) or somewhat (30 percent) important to be popular, compared 
to 95 percent who felt that having close friends is very (81 percent) or 
somewhat (14 percent) important. Also as anticipated, only a tiny frac-
tion (3 percent or fewer) of students care more about popularity than 
about close friendships.

Interestingly, the importance of both status and friendships appeared 
to decline over time and at T3 had fallen to 90 percent and 50 percent of 
students reporting that close friends and popularity, respectively, are at 
least somewhat important. We explore trends in these priorities by com-
bining the two lowest categories (“not at all” and “not very”) and the two 
highest categories (“very” and “somewhat”) for each variable and then 
cross- tabulating them over time. If there are value- reinforcing cycles, 
then, given the initial distribution of priorities, we should expect the 
importance of close friends to increase over time and the importance 
of popularity to decline. We find that this is the case: the proportion of 
students who value both popularity and close friendships declines over 
time, falling from over 60 percent to under 50 percent at T3 (Figure 7.1), 
while the percentage who cared only about close friendships increased, 
as did the percentage who cared about neither.

We test for reinforcing cycles using a cross- lagged linear model focus-
ing on the relationships between these two values and friendship stabil-
ity. Specifically, we include importance of popularity and importance of 
close friends as exogenous variables at T1, and endogenous variables at 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Table 7.1. Descriptive Statistics
Mean SD Min Max

Importance of close friends T1 2.75 0.58 0 3

Importance of close friends T2 2.67 0.71 0 3

Importance of close friends T3 2.60 0.78 0 3

Importance of popularity T1 1.79 1.05 0 3

Importance of popularity T2 1.60 1.11 0 3

Importance of popularity T3 1.49 1.11 0 3

Centrality T1 0.11 0.10 0 0.71

Centrality T2 0.08 0.09 0 0.90625

Retained friends T1– T2 0.58 0.94 0 5

Retained friends T2– T3 0.48 0.89 0 5

Girl 0.49 0.50 0 1

Boy 0.51 0.50 0 1

African American 0.36 0.48 0 1

White 0.51 0.50 0 1

Latinx (nonwhite) 0.04 0.20 0 1

Other race/ethnicity 0.08 0.25 0 1

8th grade 0.34 0.47 0 1

9th grade 0.33 0.47 0 1

10th grade 0.33 0.47 0 1

Note: N = 7,174.

Table 7.2. Importance of Close Friends and Being Popular
Importance of close friends Importance of being popular

T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3

Not at all important 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.15 0.22 0.24

Not very important 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.23 0.23 0.27

Somewhat important 0.14 0.14 0.16 0.30 0.27 0.24

Very important 0.81 0.78 0.74 0.32 0.27 0.25

T1 T2 T3

Values close friends 
more than popularity

0.60 0.62 0.63

Values both equally 0.37 0.35 0.34

Values popularity more 
than close friends

0.03 0.02 0.03
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T2 and T3. We include retained friends at two stages, from T1 to T2 and 
from T2 to T3. Finally, because these processes are likely to affect and be 
affected by actual social status, we include network centrality (three- step 
in- reach) exogenously at T1 and endogenously at T2. We constrain to 
equality the paths that are repeated (e.g., the paths from importance of 
popularity T1 → retained friends T1– T2, and from importance of popu-
larity T2 → retained friends T2– T3 are constrained to be equal). The path 
diagram, omitting repeated paths and exogenous controls (for gender, 
race, and grade), is shown in Figure 7.2.

Results are consistent with the existence of two countervailing cy-
cles, one where adolescents who value close friendships retain more 
friends over time, which further strengthens the importance of friend-
ship, and a second, where youth who value status subsequently gain 
status and retain fewer friends, both of which subsequently intensify 
their desire for status. Specifically, importance of popularity at T1 is 
associated with a significant increase (β = 0.027, p < .05) in central-
ity at T2 and with a significant decrease (β = – 0.044, p < .001) in the 
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Figure 7.1. Proportion Valuing Popularity and Close Friends over Time
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number of friends retained between T1 and T2 (Table 7.3). Retaining 
fewer friends in turn is associated with increased importance of popu-
larity (β = – 0.026, p < .01). In contrast, students who strongly value 
having a close group of friends are subsequently likely to retain more 
friends (β = 0.062, p < .001), and retaining more friends is in turn as-
sociated with subsequent increases in the importance of close friend-
ships (β = 0.036, p < .001).

In a bit of irony, the positive direct effect of importance of popular-
ity on centrality is undercut by its negative effect on retained friend-
ships (which is associated with increased centrality), rendering its 
total effect on centrality statistically marginal (Table 7.4). Meanwhile, 
status valuation, which does not itself have a significant direct effect 
on centrality, actually has a statistically significant and slightly larger 
positive total effect on centrality than status valuation by virtue of its 
strong effect on retained friends. As with Aesop’s dog who, seeing his 
own reflection, dropped his meat in a jealous attempt to snatch the 
other dog’s meal, the gains made by social climbers are foiled by their 
own actions, while those who do not seek status wind up attaining it 
inadvertently.

Retained Friends
t-1 to t

Network
Centrality t-1 Network

Centrality t

Importance of
Popularity t-1 Importance of

Popularity t

Importance of
Close Friends t-1 Importance of

Close Friends t

Figure 7.2. Cross- Lagged Linear Model Path Diagram
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Table 7.3. Cross- Lagged Linear Model of Retained Friends, Status 
Valuation, Close Friend Valuation, and Centrality

Retained  
friends at T Centrality at T

Importance of 
popularity at T

Importance of 
close friends 
at T

Prior  
(T –  1) level of:

Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE

Importance of 
popularity

−0.044*** 0.009 0.027* 0.013 0.471*** 0.012 0.042*** 0.012

Importance of 
close friends

0.062*** 0.010 0.020 0.013 0.025 0.013 0.352*** 0.014

Centrality 0.127*** 0.008 0.442*** 0.011 0.061*** 0.009 0.005 0.009

Retained friends 0.422*** 0.009 0.121*** 0.011 −0.026** 0.008 0.036*** 0.008

Likelihood test 
vs. saturated (42)

309.87***

RMSEA 0.028

CFI 0.972

TLI 0.944

Note: Model includes controls for gender, race (white, African American, Latino, or other race), and cohort 
(8th, 9th, or 10th at T). All coefficients standardized. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square 
error of approximation; TLI = Tucker– Lewis index.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 7.4. Standardized Total Effects on Tertiary Outcomes
Retained 

friends T2– T3 Centrality T2
Importance of 
popularity T3

Importance of 
close friends T3

Total effect of: Total effect Total effect Total effect Total effect
Importance of  
popularity T1

−0.031*** 0.022† 0.213*** 0.032***

Importance of  
popularity T2

−0.044*** 0.472*** 0.040***

Importance of close 
friends T1

0.042*** 0.026* 0.017† 0.113***

Importance of close 
friends T2

0.062*** 0.024† 0.354***

Centrality T1 0.115*** 0.408*** 0.055*** 0.013

Centrality T2 0.127*** 0.057*** 0.009

Retained friends T1– T2 0.441*** 0.121*** −0.016* 0.030***

Retained friends T2– T3 −0.026** 0.036***

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Conclusion

This analysis resolves one paradox of instrumental aggression, namely 
that relatively few adolescents utilize it, despite its effectiveness for 
boosting status. The reason, we argue, is that, in contrast to common 
wisdom and media portrayals, comparatively few adolescents care 
deeply about being popular. Almost none care more about popularity 
than about maintaining close friendships. Moreover, the desire for status 
appears to wane as adolescents age. This would appear to be explained 
by the two countervailing cycles discovered in this analysis, one rein-
forcing the importance of status while destabilizing friendships, the 
other reinforcing the importance of close friendships while buttressing 
friendship networks. Considering that more students fall into the latter 
cycle, it should come as no surprise that somewhat fewer students care 
about status over time. Nonetheless, bullying and related forms of cru-
elty remain all too common, affecting millions of youth annually.

Unfortunately, most bullying prevention programs do not work, 
at least not under randomized controlled trials, and some even make 
matters worse.40 Most of those that do reduce bullying do so mod-
estly, with effect sizes of statistical but not practical significance. The 
ineffectuality of prevention programs is no doubt explained by the 
social rewards that can accompany aggression. Further evidence of 
this can be found the results of KiVa, one of the few programs to 
achieve meaningful reductions in bullying. Randomized trials find 
that KiVa cuts the rate of bullying nearly in half compared to con-
trol schools, but one group appears to be effectively immune to the 
program: popular bullies.41 It should come as no surprise that those 
who benefit from aggression resist programs intended to eliminate it. 
Rather than futilely attempting to persuade them to desist, prevention 
efforts might be better served by addressing ends rather than means, 
by fostering stronger, more stable friendships, which would in turn 
redirect adolescents’ priorities away from popularity contests and to-
ward close friendships.

As evidenced by adolescent sexual networks and mores, structures 
imply norms and vice versa.42 But structures are not static. Observed 
over time, one set of values may build stable, crystallized structures, 
while another churns away at them, with destructive consequences. 
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Fortunately there appear to be more of the former than the latter. Yet it 
is easier to tear down than to build, so the builders will need help.

Notes
 1 Of course, not all youth possess the assets and competencies required to effec-

tively bully peers (Vaillancourt et al., 2003; Vaillancourt et al., 2008), but most 
have the capacity to bully someone and yet abstain.

 2 Swearer et al., 2001; see Cook et al., 2010, for a meta- analysis.
 3 Veenstra et al., 2007; Tolsma et al., 2013.
 4 Fekkes et al., 2006.
 5 Magin, 2013.
 6 Janssen et al., 2004.
 7 Brixval et al., 2011.
 8 Mishna, 2003.
 9 Friedman et al., 2011; Felmlee and Faris, 2016.
 10 Pellegrini and Bartini, 2000; Faris and Felmlee, 2014; Kendrick et al., 2012.
 11 Vaillancourt et al., 2003; Espelage and Holt, 2001; Farmer et al., 2003.
 12 Crick and Dodge, 1994.
 13 Monks et al., 2005.
 14 Roland and Galloway, 2002.
 15 Ttofi and Farrington, 2008.
 16 Ojala and Nesdale, 2004.
 17 Moon et al., 2011.
 18 Espelage, 2014.
 19 Salmivalli and Peets, 2008; Pellegrini, 2002; Li and Wright, 2014; Ojanen and Nos-

trand, 2014; Sijtsema et al., 2009; Faris and Ennett, 2012; see also Duffy et al., 2017.
 20 Faris and Felmlee, 2011.
 21 See Faris and Felmlee, 2011. This result contrasts with experimental research 

showing that high status erodes empathy (Galinsky et al., 2006); if aggressive 
behavior is driven by empathy deficits, we should then expect escalation at the top 
of the hierarchy, not desistance.

 22 Pascoe, 2005.
 23 Faris and Felmlee, 2014; Andrews et al., 2017; Malamut et al., 2018.
 24 Goldbaum et al., 2003.
 25 Faris et al., 2020.
 26 Faris, 2012.
 27 Faris, 2012.
 28 Andrews et al., 2017; Peets and Hodges, 2014.
 29 Olweus, 1992; Smith et al., 1999; Scheithauer et al., 2006.
 30 Moody et al., 2011; Smith and Faris, 2015.
 31 Berndt, 2002; Mortimer and Call, 2001; Selman, 1981.
 32 Erwin, 1993.
 33 Cairns et al., 1995; Rudolph et al., 2000.
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 34 Bowker et al., 2006.
 35 Berndt, 1989; Berndt et al., 1999.
 36 Parker and Seal, 1996.
 37 Ellis and Zarbatany, 2007; Bowker et al., 2006.
 38 Shepherd and Reich, 2020.
 39 We use three- step in- reach to ensure that respondents’ own friendship nomina-

tions, which are core to the retained friends measure, are not at all included in the 
measure of centrality.

 40 Merrell et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2004; Ttofi and Farrington, 2011; Polanin et al., 
2012.

 41 Garandeau et al., 2014.
 42 Bearman et al., 2004.
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8

Conflict with Friends and Social Status  
Mobility in Middle School

Laura Callejas

Bullying has been defined and operationalized in a number of differ-
ent ways.1 In his classical work, Olweus defined bullying as intentional 
aggressive behavior that is carried out repeatedly over time and char-
acterized by an imbalance of power such that the aggressor has more 
power than his or her victim.2 While some researchers still rely on this 
definition of bullying in their work, others have assessed the preva-
lence of aggressive behaviors in schools more broadly. In this chapter, 
I call for further consideration of the role of interpersonal conflict 
between students and the impact of conflicts between those with 
similar levels of power and status, like friends. By paying closer atten-
tion to interpersonal conflict, we can more broadly gauge instances of 
disagreements that, if not resolved, can escalate to serious antisocial 
behaviors, including bullying. Understanding student interpersonal 
conflict is particularly important recently due to the shift to remote and 
hybrid learning environments due to the ongoing COVID- 19 pandemic 
and the heightened political divisiveness during the 2020 presidential 
election.

Interpersonal conflict is a state of disagreement that arises when in-
dividuals have incompatible or opposing behaviors and views, which 
may or may not be manifested in acts of aggression.3 According to so-
ciologist Roger Gould, interpersonal conflict and social status have an 
intrinsic relationship.4 Social status is the prestige accorded to individ-
uals because of the positions they occupy in social hierarchies.5 Since 
higher social status is associated with both material and nonmaterial 
rewards, such as respect and social approval, people frequently compete 
to achieve or maintain higher- status positions.6 This competition can 
become a source of interpersonal conflict.
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While conflict results from disagreement between individuals about 
relative dominance within the relationship, it can also serve as an oppor-
tunity to challenge existing dominance arrangements.7 Not surprisingly, 
conflicts are common in schools because they are “fiercely competitive” 
settings where youth constantly challenge others for status.8 Because 
students know that behaving aggressively can get them in trouble with 
school personnel, I suspect that conflict, given its more subtle nature, 
is more pervasive than aggression in schools. Despite this, much of the 
empirical literature in the field focuses on aggression specifically.

Generally, scholars have found that involvement in aggression is as-
sociated with students’ social status.9 Specifically, aggression is nega-
tively associated with some status measures, like social preference (a 
measure of being well- liked), but positively associated with others, like 
peer- perceived popularity.10 Further, some find that aggression can be 
instrumental to social climbing, particularly when students target high- 
status youth,11 aggressive youth, or those in similar status positions, like 
friends.12

Psychologists, who produce a substantial proportion of the research 
on bullying, argue that aggression may be a response to frustration, hu-
miliation, or mental pathologies. Others suggest that students act out 
aggressively because they lack the social skills necessary to resolve con-
flicts.13 However, if youth care about status, and aggression can lead to 
status rewards, then it follows that some youth may strategically engage 
in antisocial behaviors as a means to gain status. Studies in the field 
would benefit from more seriously considering the importance of so-
cial status for adolescents and how the desire to attain status impacts 
behavior. Other scholars have called for careful reconsideration of the 
traditional criteria of bullying. Some suggest that expanding the defini-
tion of bullying to consider different forms of aggressive behaviors, re-
gardless of intention of harm or whether they are reoccurring, maps on 
more clearly with students’ lived experiences in schools.14 And while the 
traditional definition of bullying requires a relationship characterized by 
an imbalance of power,15 this excludes the experiences of students who 
have conflict with, and may subsequently be victimized by, those close 
in status, like friends.

Conflict among friends is bound to occur given that friends spend 
a lot of time together, and therefore there are many opportunities for 
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disagreements to arise.16 Further, Gould suggests that conflict is com-
mon among friends because there is more ambiguity in terms of status 
positions.17 When it is not clear who in a relationship should be domi-
nant, there is more room to challenge each other for status. Scholars 
have also found that friendships may increase the likelihood of being the 
victim of future incidents of electronic aggression.18

Given the negative impacts of aggression on student outcomes, and 
because conflict is not always necessarily problematic, it is not surpris-
ing that much of the literature in schools has focused on aggression spe-
cifically. However, because instances of conflict, if not resolved, can lead 
to aggression, bullying research would benefit from more seriously con-
sidering the role of interpersonal conflict between students. When we 
consider interpersonal conflict, we can assess the impact of subtle and 
likely more prevalent moments of disagreement on students’ behaviors, 
including potential involvement in aggression and bullying. Further, re-
search in the field would benefit from examining the impact of conflicts 
between those with similar levels of power and status, like friends.

In this chapter, I advance the literature by relying on theory from 
Gould to inform tests of the relationship between conflict with friends, 
versus non- friends, and status mobility in middle schools. Since youth 
become increasingly concerned with status as they reach adolescence,19 
schools are interesting sites not only because students spend a lot of 
time there but also because schools are characterized by informal status 
hierarchies that allow students to sort out status for themselves.20 This 
makes it easier for students to make moves up and down the hierarchy 
than in settings with more formal hierarchies where status positions are 
clearly determined and harder to challenge. Middle schools are partic-
ularly important for this work since negative and antisocial behaviors 
tend to peak during this time21 and since adolescents tend to view ag-
gression more positively as they progress through middle school.22

I rely on data from a randomized field experiment conducted over the 
2012– 2013 school year in fifty- six middle schools in the state of New Jer-
sey. I use change- score regression models to explore the effect of having 
conflict with friends on status mobility throughout the school year. So-
cial status is measured using a network metric: betweenness centrality, 
or what I am referring to as brokerage status, which captures the number 
of times a student connects to others in the network via the shortest path 
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(going through as few other people in the network as possible). Conflict 
with friends is measured using a network metric that captures overlap 
in “spend time with” nominations (a proxy for friendship) and conflict 
nominations to and from schoolmates.

Given research that demonstrates that the nature and structure of 
friendships differs for adolescent boys and girls23 and that boys and girls 
engage in different forms of aggressive behaviors,24 I examine the re-
lationship between conflict with friends and status for boys and girls 
separately. My intention is not to test for gender differences by compar-
ing the groups directly, but rather to examine how conflict with friends 
matters for these two groups of students. Findings reveal that conflict 
with friends, relative to conflict with non- friends, is positively associated 
with social status throughout the school year for boys.

Background

Previous studies suggest that among adolescents, aggression toward 
peers may be perceived and used as a strategic resource for acquir-
ing social status through establishing dominance over others. Faris 
and Felmlee argue that aggression is likely perceived by students to be 
instrumental for gaining status, and thus social status may motivate the 
use of aggression.25 Others have found that among adolescents, the stra-
tegic and proactive use of aggression is associated with popularity.26 This 
body of research further suggests that youth make strategic decisions 
about whom they target for dominance displays. For instance, youth 
who are aggressive can gain status if they challenge highly liked students 
that they, the aggressors, personally dislike.27

Friendships ties in particular are important to consider when look-
ing at the relationship between conflict and status during adolescence. 
In the following sections, I outline literature and theory from Gould 
regarding friendship ties, conflict, and status.28

Friendships Ties, Conflict, and Social Status

Friendship formation is common in schools for a couple of reasons. 
First, propinquity, or small differences in physical distance, increases 
the probability of social associations.29 Friendships form in settings 
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where individuals spend a lot of time together since they offer ample 
opportunities for interactions and for forging deep connections.30 For 
this reason, friendship ties are common in settings like schools since 
students routinely interact with the same set of individuals. Second, 
during adolescence, youth start to distance themselves from parents 
and other adults and begin forming friendship ties with those outside 
of their immediate family.31 Adolescents attribute greater importance 
to friends and spend more time socializing with friends compared to 
children and adults.32

Having friends in school has its benefits. In addition to companion-
ship, having at least one friend can partially help youth avoid harassment 
from others.33 However, conflict and aggression are also fairly common 
and even accepted at times among close friends.34 In their study, Felmlee 
and Faris found that slightly more than 20 percent of all cyber aggres-
sion ties occur among friends and 25 percent occur among friends of 
friends. Further, friendships increase the likelihood of future incidents 
of electronic aggression among adolescents.35

Felmlee and Faris also suggest that aggression may be common 
among friends in part because friends interact frequently and thus 
there are more opportunities for misunderstandings to occur.36 Simi-
larly, friends know intimate information about each other, which 
they can use in harmful ways during disagreements. Further, friends 
are usually in direct competition for the attention and esteem of the 
same set of individuals since they often belong to the same teams and 
clubs and participate in similar activities in and outside of school.37 
This competition to gain or maintain status can lead to instances of 
aggression.38

The desire to achieve or maintain high levels of status also plays a role 
in how friendship ties are formed and maintained. Friendships usually 
form among individuals who share similar traits and characteristics.39 
For instance, there is evidence that youth select as friends others who 
are similar in terms of status.40 An individual’s status rank in turn is 
influenced by the status of those whom he or she hangs out with. Given 
the importance of status for adolescents, it is not surprising that youth 
with high levels of status are especially careful and selective about their 
friendship choices since befriending unpopular youth may lead to loss 
of status.41
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Similarities in status ranks between friends also make it easier for 
interpersonal conflict to arise. In the following section, I outline Gould’s 
theories regarding the role of status ambiguity in social relations and 
propose my own ideas about how conflict with friends impacts status 
mobility in middle schools.

Gould: Status Ambiguity and Interpersonal Conflict

According to Gould, conflict is a feature of many social relations, and 
particularly those in which individuals are similarly situated in terms 
of status rank.42 Status ambiguity in social relations “breeds” conflict 
because when it is not clear who in a relationship should outrank whom, 
it is easier to challenge others for dominance.43 So we might expect more 
conflict to arise between friends than we would between a boss and an 
employee, or between a parent and a child, because among friends, sta-
tus positions are similar and therefore more ambiguous.

Gould further suggests that when conflicts occur among friends, they 
do not necessarily destroy the relationship but rather reflect moments 
when individuals challenge one another to gain more control.44 The 
other person can either accept the new terms without opposition and 
assume a lower- status position, or object to the behaviors in order to 
maintain “stable dominance.”45 Although Gould does not explore how 
conflict with friends affects status mobility specifically, I suggest that if 
challenging a friend and countering a challenge from a friend are ways 
of shifting the terms of the relationship, then conflict with friends may 
impact status mobility in schools.

Since friends tend to occupy similar status positions, when students 
challenge a friend for dominance they are likely challenging within their 
own status group. Conversely, when students challenge those they are 
not friends with, they may or may not be challenging those similar in 
status. Challenging schoolmates outside of one’s status group may lead 
to loss of social status if this act is deemed socially inappropriate by oth-
ers. For instance, if a low- status youth challenges a status elite, it may 
reflect a lack of understanding of social norms on the challenger’s behalf 
and may even lead to ridicule. Therefore, challenging a friend for domi-
nance is likely less risky and deemed more appropriate than challenging 
non- friends and as a result may be more instrumental to status gains.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Conflict with Friends and Social Status  | 145

There is some empirical evidence to suggest that students who chal-
lenge friends can gain status. For instance, Faris found that among a 
sample of high school students, status is enhanced when adolescents are 
aggressive toward those who are socially close in their networks, like 
friends.46 As previously mentioned, conflict is common among friends 
in part because friends compete for the respect and esteem of the same 
set of individuals.47 Given this, and the fact that it is likely more appro-
priate to challenge those who are similarly situated in terms of status, 
like friends, I propose,

Hypothesis 1: Having conflict with friends, relative to having conflict with non- 
friends, will be associated with an increase in brokerage status throughout 
the school year.

A student’s ability to broker ties (and subsequently gain brokerage 
status) may be impacted by his or her ability to behave in ways that 
are deemed appropriate and in accordance with social norms. Students 
who have conflict with friends demonstrate that they understand the 
rules by challenging within their own status rank. Because they behave 
in socially appropriate ways, these students may become desirable actors 
whom others want to be connected to. This in turn helps them occupy 
unique central positions in their school’s network. On the other hand, 
students who challenge non- friends (and risk challenging outside of 
their status league) may have a harder time occupying central positions 
in their networks because others may choose not to associate with them 
given their lack of understanding or willingness to play by the rules.

How Gender Matters in Friendships

While boys and girls value similar things in friendships, such as 
trust, studies demonstrate that the structure of friendships may differ 
for adolescent boys and girls.48 Compared to boys, girls tend to have 
smaller friendship networks with only one or a few close friends. Not 
surprisingly, girls tend to develop more intimate relationships that are 
characterized by self- disclosure.49 For instance, they are more likely than 
boys to share and discuss personal and confidential information with 
their friends.50 Girls also demonstrate a higher level of responsiveness 
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and reciprocity in their communications with friends,51 and they are 
more likely than boys to seek support from friends.52

On the other hand, boys are more likely to have large networks of 
friends and to organize around shared activities, like sports.53 They are 
less inclined to talk about intimate matters54 and are more prone to dis-
plays of masculinity, competition, and risk taking.55 Boys are also more 
likely than girls to communicate with each other in assertive ways that 
emphasize dominance and power.56 The emphasis on dominance in 
social relations among boys may be why physical forms of aggression 
are more prominent among boys and why relational forms of aggres-
sion that are less physical and more discrete (e.g., spreading rumors) 
are more common among girls.57 It may also explain why boys are more 
likely than girls to seek out friends who are similarly aggressive58 and 
why their friendships are characterized by higher levels of conflict than 
girls’.59

Ultimately, while girls emphasize the importance of “connection- 
oriented goals” in friendships, boys emphasize the importance of “dom-
inance goals.”60 Given that dominance and competition are especially 
salient in boys’ friendships, and conflict among friends is a way to chal-
lenge dominance arrangements, as Gould suggests, conflict with friends 
may be a stronger predictor of upward status mobility for boys compared 
to girls.61 Although girls do compete for status, and empirical evidence 
suggests that conflict with schoolmates is a positive predictor of status 
mobility for girls,62 when it comes to friendships, girls may be expected 
to act in more cooperative and prosocial ways. Therefore, I propose,

Hypothesis 2: Having conflict with friends, relative to having conflict with 
non- friends, will be associated with a greater increase in brokerage status 
throughout the school year for boys compared to girls.

Data and Analytic Technique

I address the question of how conflict with those students one chooses 
to hang out with, a proxy for friendship, influences brokerage status 
mobility throughout the school year. I use data from a yearlong field 
experiment with over 21,000 students in fifty- six middle schools in New 
Jersey.63 The experiment tested whether the behavior of salient students 
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could influence other students’ perceptions of social norms of conflict 
and shift overall levels of conflict at the school.

Students in all the schools completed a survey at the beginning of the 
school year, in the fall of 2012, and at the end of the school year, in late 
spring 2013 (N = 21,124). Each survey included a network nomination 
section, a personal background and activities section, a section on per-
ceptions of the norms of conflict- related behaviors, and an attitudes and 
experiences section. I do not focus on the causal effects of the interven-
tion on social status mobility because the experiment was not designed 
to alter social status. Results do not differ when I control for being a 
treatment student (participating directly in the intervention program), 
so treatment controls are excluded from the analytical models below.

In order to examine the influence of conflict with friends on social 
status mobility throughout the school year, I use regression change 
score models, which allow researchers to examine the effects of events 
in two- wave panel data.64 All models include school- level fixed effects 
and control for conflict and status at the beginning of the year. In order 
to explore the influence of gender, I examine the relationship between 
conflict with friends and status for girls and boys separately.

Since my intention is to compare students who have conflict with 
friends to students who have conflict with those they are not friends 
with, I limit my sample to students who have at least one conflict tie with 
a schoolmate at both time points in the year (N = 12,322). After account-
ing for missing data on one or more of the variables in the models, the 
final sample consists of 10,842 students: 5,660 girls and 5,182 boys.

Measures
Status Variable
I assess brokerage status using students’ betweenness centrality scores. 
Betweenness centrality captures the number of times an individual con-
nects others in the network via the shortest path or by going through 
as few other people as possible. Students with high betweenness cen-
trality serve as bridges connecting others in the network.65 Given their 
ability to brokerage ties, students with high brokerage status are likely 
highly visible members in their schools and thus well- known among 
their peers. I use change in status between the two waves of data as my 
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dependent variable. Because residuals from the models predicting bro-
kerage status are not normally distributed, I take the square root of these 
centrality scores (before calculating change) to normalize the residuals. 
I control for status at the start of the year in each model.

Conflict with Friends and Non- friends Variables

At both waves of the survey, students reported which other students at 
the school they “had conflict with,” whether face- to- face, through texts, 
or online as well as whom they chose to spend time with (in person, 
both in and outside of school) in the past few weeks, which I use as a 
proxy for friendship. Using both reports of conflict students have with 
schoolmates and reports of whom students chose to spend time with at 
both waves, I created a series of dummy variables to indicate whether 
students had conflict with friends and/or non- friends over time. Spe-
cifically, the variables capture whether students have conflict with at 
least one friend at the beginning of the school year only, conflict with 
at least one friend at the end of the school year only, conflict with at 
least one friend at the beginning and end of the school year, and con-
flict with non- friends at both waves (treated as the reference category 
in the models below).

Since the sample is limited to students who have at least one conflict 
tie at both waves, the reference category includes students who had con-
flict only with non- friends at the beginning and end of the year (and no 
conflicts with friends at both waves). Additionally, because I use both 
waves of data, the categories of conflict only at the beginning of the year 
or only at the end of the year capture changes in friendship conflict rela-
tions from the beginning to the end of the year. These variables help to 
assess whether changes in friendship conflict relations throughout the 
school year matter, irrespective of the number of conflicts students can 
have.

Since challenging friends is a way to achieve “stable dominance”66 
and conflict with friends may be seen as more appropriate than chal-
lenging non- friends (given similarities in status ranks among friends), 
conflict with friends specifically may be instrumental to status gains. 
If that is the case, the distinction between challenging a friend ver-
sus a non- friend may be particularly important. Further, going from 
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having conflict with non- friends at the beginning of the year, to having 
conflict with at least one friend at the end of the year (compared to 
only having conflict with non- friends at both waves) may suggest that 
students learn whom they should challenge in status competitions (as 
opposed to students who only challenge non- friends who are likely out-
side of their status league; I elaborate on this point in the results section 
below). Therefore, the dummy variables here examine whether these 
shifts between having conflict with friends and non- friends at different 
points in the year matter for status.

Although students were not explicitly asked to nominate others they 
consider friends, the “choose to spend time with” measure used here 
captures who individuals pay attention to and are exposed to in their 
group through actively choosing to spend time with them. This taps into 
the concept of friendship while avoiding the common measurement 
issue that occurs when students are asked to nominate friends, which is 
that the definition of friendship is subjective and can differ from student 
to student.67

All models control for the influence of total number of conflict nomi-
nations at the beginning of the school year.

Other Variables

I control for several variables that may serve as markers or determinants 
of status in middle school.

Age Appearance. At both waves, students reported their relative 
age appearance by answering the following question: “People say that 
I look . . . younger than/about the same age as/older than . . . most stu-
dents in my grade.”

Activities and Dating. Using a series of questions that students 
checked off to indicate participation and left blank to indicate lack of 
participation, at both survey waves, students reported whether they 
participated in sports, music club, and theater club. They also reported 
whether they did lots of homework, dated other students at the school, 
and used Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. For each of these control vari-
ables, I created four sets of dummy variables to capture: no participa-
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tion in either wave (reference categories), participation in both waves, 
participation in wave 1 but not wave 2, and participation in wave 2 but 
not in wave 1.

Wave 1 Variables. Additional control variables, available at wave 
1 only, were included in the models. I consider whether students say 
they have friends who come over every week and whether students have 
friends who say their house is nice (proxy for income). For each of these 
variables students could indicate “yes” or “no.”

I also control for whether students have positive or negative experi-
ences at the start of the school year. “Positive experiences” are captured 
by combining answers to a series of yes/no questions that ask students 
whether in the fall, students have been nice to them, have posted good 
things about them (online or though text), have told them they look 
nice, and have spoken up for them (values range 0– 4). “Negative experi-
ences” are captured using a series of yes/no questions that ask students 
whether others have excluded them, have messed with them, have gos-
siped or spread rumors about them, have made fun of how they look, 
posted bad things about them (online or though text), threatened, hit, or 
pushed them, insulted their race or ethnicity, or said they are gay (values 
range 0– 9). Students also responded to a series of questions (coded 1 if 
“yes” and 0 if “no”) that capture whether they feel like they belong in 
school and whether they think they “have to be mean to survive.”

Finally, disciplinary data provided by some of the schools are used to 
assess the number of incidents in which students were involved in physi-
cal and nonphysical altercations. I measure “physical altercation” by 
combining answers to several yes/no questions regarding whether stu-
dents showed physical aggression toward other students (violence, push-
ing, kicking) or had inappropriate contact with other students (such as 
spitting) (range: 0– 6). I measure “nonphysical altercation” by combining 
answers to several yes/no questions that assess if students used inappro-
priate language toward other students (written or verbal), had a verbal 
altercation with another student (made threats, spread rumors, or made 
biased comments), harassed peers online, incited violence / planned to 
fight, or made offensive gestures to other students (range: 0– 5).

The following control variables were accounted for but later removed 
from the tables of results below because they were not significant in 
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the regression models: student race/ethnicity, do lots of homework, do 
music, use Twitter, use Facebook, house is nice, negative experience, 
positive experience, and physical altercations.

Results

Table 8.1 shows basic descriptive statistics for the variables in the model 
for boys and girls. At the end of the school year girls and boys have 
higher levels of brokerage status than at the beginning of the year. 
Turning to the main conflict variables, most students indicate not hav-
ing conflict with friends (77 percent of girls and 78 percent of boys). 
Approximately 10 percent of students have conflict with at least one 
friend at the beginning of the school year, about 8 percent have conflict 
with a friend at the end of the school year, and about 5 percent have con-
flict with a friend at the beginning and end of the school year. For more 
information on other variables in the model, see Table 8.1.

Students Who Have Conflict with Friends versus  
Conflict with Non- friends

In Table 8.2 I show results from a series of independent t- tests compar-
ing average conflict and status levels for two major groups of students in 
the sample: (1) students who have conflict with friends and (2) students 
who have conflict with non- friends. When I compare these two groups of 
students (all of whom have conflict with at least one other schoolmate), 
I find that at the beginning and at end of the school year, the group of 
students who have conflict with friends have a significantly higher aver-
age number of conflict ties when compared to the group of students who 
have conflict with non- friends. This is true for boys and girls. When 
comparing status levels of these two groups, findings suggest that at the 
beginning and end of the school year, boys who have conflict with friends 
have significantly higher brokerage status when compared to boys who 
have conflict only with non- friends. The same is not true for girls.

These findings suggest the need to pay more attention to students 
who have conflict with friends. These students not only are generally 
higher in status than those who do not challenge their friends but also 
engage in more conflict overall.
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Table 8.1. Descriptive Statistics for All Variables in the Models
Girls (N = 5,660) Boys (N = 5,182)

Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max
Status variable

Brokerage status W1 0.00731 (0.01) 0 0.10 0.00733 (0.01) 0 0.10
Brokerage status W2 0.00733 (0.01) 0 0.11 0.00749 (0.01) 0 0.11
Brokerage status change 
score

0.00002 (0.04) −0.18 0.20 0.00015 (0.04) −0.21 0.20

Conflict variables

Conflict with friends W1 
and W2

0.052 (0.22) 0 1 0.047 (0.21) 0 1

Conflict with friends W1 0.104 (0.30) 0 1 0.100 (0.30) 0 1
Conflict with friends W2 0.078 (0.27) 0 1 0.077 (0.27) 0 1
Conflict with friends  
neither wave

0.766 (0.42) 0 1 0.776 (0.42) 0 1

Number of conflict ties W1 3.887 (2.81) 1 35 3.979 (3.25) 1 38
Control variables waves 1 
and 2
Appear older W1and W2 0.187 (0.39) 0 1 0.130 (0.34) 0 1
Appear older W1 0.162 (0.37) 0 1 0.156 (0.36) 0 1
Appear older W2 0.224 (0.42) 0 1 0.199 (0.40) 0 1
Appear older neither wave 0.427 (0.49) 0 1 0.514 (0.50) 0 1
Plays sports W1 and W2 0.187 (0.39) 0 1 0.263 (0.44) 0 1
Plays sports W1 0.080 (0.27) 0 1 0.102 (0.30) 0 1
Plays sports W2 0.100 (0.30) 0 1 0.129 (0.33) 0 1
Plays sports neither wave 0.632 (0.48) 0 1 0.507 (0.50) 0 1
Dating W1 and W2 0.170 (0.38) 0 1 0.201 (0.40) 0 1
Dating W1 0.077 (0.27) 0 1 0.078 (0.27) 0 1
Dating W2 0.121 (0.33) 0 1 0.138 (0.34) 0 1
Dating neither wave 0.632 (0.48) 0 1 0.583 (0.49) 0 1
Does theater W1 and W2 0.118 (0.32) 0 1 0.027 (0.16) 0 1
Does theater W1 0.073 (0.26) 0 1 0.022 (0.15) 0 1
Does theater W2 0.048 (0.21) 0 1 0.023 (0.15) 0 1
Does theater neither wave 0.760 (0.43) 0 1 0.928 (0.26) 0 1
Instagram W1 and W2 0.542 (0.50) 0 1 0.320 (0.47) 0 1
Instagram W1 0.018 (0.13) 0 1 0.020 (0.14) 0 1
Instagram W2 0.236 (0.42) 0 1 0.295 (0.46) 0 1
Instagram neither wave 0.205 (0.40) 0 1 0.365 (0.48) 0 1
Control variables wave 1 
only
Friends come over weekly 0.562 (0.50) 0 1 0.566 (0.50) 0 1
Nonphysical altercations 0.015 (0.15) 0 3 0.045 (0.26) 0 5
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Conflict with Friends and Social Status Mobility: Girls

Model 1 in Table 8.3 shows results predicting brokerage status mobility 
for girls. After controlling for a host of important variables, having con-
flict with friends at different points in the school year (at wave 1 only, at 
wave 2 only, or at wave 1 and wave 2) does not have a significant effect 
on social status mobility. These findings hold regardless of the reference 
group used to assess conflict with friends.

Table 8.2. T- test Comparing Average Conflict Ties and Average Status for 
Boys and Girls

Wave 1— Average conflict ties
Girls Boys

Students who have: N Mean SE N Mean SE

Conflict with 
non- friends

4,777 3.663 (0.04) *** 4,420 3.715 (0.05) ***

Conflict with 
friends

883 5.103 (0.09) 762 5.507 (0.11)

Wave 1— Average status score
Girls Boys

N Mean SE N Mean SE

Conflict with 
non- friends

4,777 0.0073 (0.00) 4,420 0.0072 (0.00) ***

Conflict with 
friends

883 0.0076 (0.00) 762 0.0084 (0.00)

Wave 2— Average conflict ties
Girls Boys

N Mean SE N Mean SE

Conflict with 
non- friends

4,920 4.425 (0.05) *** 4,540 4.344 (0.06) ***

Conflict with 
friends

740 5.632 (0.12) 642 5.868 (0.13)

Wave 2— Average status score
Girls Boys

N Mean SE N Mean SE

Conflict with 
non- friends

4,920 0.0073 (0.00) 4,540 0.0074 (0.00) **

Conflict with 
friends

740 0.0075 (0.00) 642 0.0085 (0.00)

**p < .01. ***p < .001, one- tailed.
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Table 8.3. Change Score Models Predicting Brokerage Status Mobility
Model 1— Girls Model 2— Boys

B SE Sig. B SE Sig.
Main variables

Conflict with friends W1 and W2 −0.0002 (0.002) −0.0002 (0.002)

Conflict with friends W1 −0.0011 (0.001) 0.0002 (0.002)

Conflict with friends W2 −0.0002 (0.002) 0.0060 (0.002) ***
Number of conflict ties W1 −0.0003 (0.000) * −0.0002 (0.000)

Brokerage status W1 −2.856 (0.065) *** −2.780 (0.070) ***
Control variables waves 1 and 2

Appear older W1and W2 0.001 (0.001) 0.003 (0.002) *
Appear older W1 0.001 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) *
Appear older W2 0.001 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) *
Plays sports W1 and W2 0.002 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) **
Plays sports W1 0.000 (0.002) −0.005 (0.002) **
Plays sports W2 0.001 (0.002) 0.001 (0.002)

Dating W1 and W2 0.006 (0.001) *** 0.003 (0.001) *
Dating W1 0.000 (0.002) −0.003 (0.002) *
Dating W2 0.008 (0.001) *** 0.004 (0.002) **
Does theater W1 and W2 0.003 (0.001) * 0.002 (0.003)

Does theater W1 0.002 (0.002) −0.004 (0.003)

Does theater W2 0.002 (0.002) 0.007 (0.003) *
Instagram W1 and W2 0.001 (0.001) 0.005 (0.001) ***
Instagram W1 0.002 (0.004) −0.004 (0.004)

Instagram W2 0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001)

Control variables wave 1 only

Friends come over weekly 0.000 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) *
Nonphysical altercations 0.001 (0.003) 0.005 (0.002) **
Constant 0.114 (0.003) *** 0.008 (0.003) **
N 5,660 5,182

R2 .262 .250

Note: The following control variables were removed because they were not significant in either model: do lots 
of homework, do music, use Twitter, use Facebook, house is nice, negative experience, positive experience, and 
physical altercation.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, one- tailed.
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Status at the beginning of the school year is a negative predictor of 
status mobility. It may be the case that having more status at the begin-
ning of the year is associated with a loss of status over time because there 
is less room to advance in the social hierarchy when students begin the 
year in higher- status positions. Number of conflict ties at the beginning 
of the year is also a significant and negative predictor of status mobility 
for girls.

Other control variables have a positive and significant effect on status 
mobility. More specifically, dating at the beginning and the end of the 
school year as well as dating just at the end of the school year are associ-
ated with increases in brokerage status. Similarly, participating in theater 
at the beginning and end of the school year is a positive predictor of sta-
tus. These findings suggest that the more socially involved students are, 
the greater the likelihood they will forge connections with others and be-
come well- known, which can then lead to increases in brokerage status.

Conflict with Friends and Social Status Mobility: Boys

Results from Model 2 in Table 8.3 suggest that boys who start the year 
having conflict with non- friends and then have conflict with at least one 
friend at the end of the school year gain brokerage status relative to boys 
who have conflict only with non- friends throughout the school year. 
This result holds regardless of the reference group used to assess conflict 
with friends and before and after controlling for a host of important 
variables. Specifically, boys who start the year having conflict with non- 
friends and then end up having conflict with at least one friend by the 
end of the year experience a .006 increase in brokerage status (p < .001).

Similar to results for girls, status at the beginning of the school year 
is a significant and negative predictor of status mobility for boys. Play-
ing sports and dating at just the beginning of the school year are also 
negatively associated with status mobility. However, playing sports at 
the beginning and end of the school year and dating at just the end of 
the school year are positive predictors of brokerage status. It may be that 
boys are expected to engage in these behaviors throughout the school 
year, or at the very least, to catch up as the school year unfolds. As a 
result, those who date and play sports at the start of the year but do not 
continue doing so lose status over time.
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Boys who look older than their age and use Instagram throughout the 
entire school year as well as those who participate in theater at the end 
of the year (relative to those that do not look older and do not engage 
in these activities at either wave) also gain social status. Having friends 
who come over every week is also instrumental to status gains. As previ-
ously mentioned, the more socially involved students are, on-  and of-
fline, the more well- known they are and the more they are able to form 
connections with other students. This in turn can lead to higher levels 
of brokerage status.

Finally, involvement in nonphysical altercations is a positive predic-
tor of status for boys, though not for girls. This finding is interesting in 
light of the research that suggests that boys are more likely to engage in 
physical, versus nonphysical, forms of aggression with peers. However, it 
is consistent with other studies that suggest that subtle forms of aggres-
sion, compared to more physical forms of aggression, are instrumental 
to status in schools.68

Though not shown here, when the number of conflict ties students 
have with friends was used as a predictor of status mobility, it was not 
substantively or statistically significant. This suggests that the distinction 
between having conflict with a friend or multiple friends and having 
conflict with non- friends may be more important than the actual num-
ber of conflict ties that may overlap with friendship ties.

It is plausible that at the beginning of the year, students do not yet 
understand who in the social hierarchy is an appropriate target for sta-
tus competitions. Status hierarchies and friendship groups may still be 
forming at this point. However, by the end of the year, students may 
realize that challenging friends as opposed to non- friends is more ap-
propriate since in these social relations students are likely challenging 
status equals. Challenging appropriate targets in turn may be conducive 
to status gains since it is less risky than challenging someone outside of 
one’s status league. This suggests that students may be conscious of their 
own and others’ status positions and adapt in ways that allow them to 
challenge appropriate targets.

There is some evidence that individuals are conscious of their po-
sitions in status hierarchies and make informed decisions about the 
amount of time and attention they give to others based on where they 
stand.69 Specifically, giving someone more time and attention (including 
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negative attention) than they give to you signals to others that you oc-
cupy a lower- status position in the relationship. Because individuals 
typically desire reciprocation of attention, especially in friendships, they 
will “calibrate” their behaviors and withdraw some attention in order to 
maintain more equal status positions.70

For these reasons, students may be aware of each other’s positions in 
the status hierarchy and use this information to determine whom they 
should and should not challenge. Whether they believe that challenging 
friends in particular is more conducive to status gains cannot be as-
sessed with these data but should be further explored. Doing so would 
provide researchers with a better understanding of students’ motivations 
for engaging in potentially antisocial behaviors with friends and a sense 
of their subjective experience of this process.

Conclusion

The focus on aggression and bullying behaviors in schools is warranted 
given the harmful effects of such behaviors on youths’ well- being. 
Research continuously shows that students who are bullied report higher 
levels of anxiety, depression, and thoughts of suicide and lower levels 
of self- esteem; bullying is also associated with increased alcohol and 
drug use and involvement in violence and crime, particularly for boys.71 
Given this, and because conflict is not always necessarily problematic 
(i.e., students can resolve their conflicts or simply not act on them), it 
is not surprising that the literature has focused on aggression. However, 
because instances of conflict have the potential to lead to aggression if 
not resolved, bullying research would benefit from better understanding 
the role of interpersonal conflict in student interactions.

In this chapter, I call for further consideration of the role of interper-
sonal conflict and the impact of conflicts between friends on status mo-
bility. By considering the impact of interpersonal conflict more broadly, 
we can assess the impact of subtle and likely more prevalent moments 
of disagreement on students’ behaviors, including potential subsequent 
involvement in aggression and bullying behaviors. Given that conflict 
among friends is relatively common, the field would also benefit from 
examining the impact of conflicts between those with similar levels of 
power and status, like friends.
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Conflict, broadly defined here to include aggression, can be instru-
mental to status gains. Considering the impact of friendships in this re-
lationship is important for several reasons. First, friendships are shaped 
by status in meaningful ways (i.e., students purposely select friends who 
are similar in status).72 Second, conflicts are common among friends in 
part because, as Gould suggests, status ambiguity among status equals, 
like friends, makes it easier for individuals to challenge each other for 
status.73 Last, characteristics of friendship groups differ by gender in 
ways that may shape students’ ability to gain status through participa-
tion in conflict with friends.

In this chapter, I examined how conflict with friends matters for bro-
kerage status mobility among students who indicate having at least one 
conflict tie with a schoolmate. Findings suggest that students who have 
conflict with friends are not only generally higher in status than those 
who do not challenge friends but also more likely to engage in more con-
flict with schoolmates overall. Regression analyses further revealed that 
developing a conflictual relationship with a friend or friends is instru-
mental to status, relative to challenging non- friends throughout the year, 
but only for boys. Going from having conflict with non- friends to hav-
ing conflict with friends may be instrumental to status because students 
adapt in ways that allow them to challenge those close in status, which is 
less risky and therefore more conducive to status gains.

Given that boys have larger friendship networks that are character-
ized as less nurturing and intimate,74 and given the emphasis on domi-
nance in boys’ interactions with each other,75 conflict with friends may 
be an appropriate means to status only for boys. Although girls compete 
for the esteem of peers and can gain status when they challenge school-
mates,76 when it comes to friendships they may be expected to behave 
in more prosocial ways and may feel more pressure to resolve conflicts 
in order to avoid losing a close friend. Future studies would benefit 
from exploring whether boys purposely challenge friends as a means to 
achieve status because they think it will lead to status gains.

Regardless of their intentions, these findings point to the importance 
of considering friendships when assessing peer conflicts and status com-
petitions in school settings. More often than not, adults might expect 
that students who choose to spend time together are interacting in posi-
tive and prosocial ways, but that may not always be the case. If conflicts 
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between friends are not resolved they may escalate and result in aggres-
sion. Friendship ties can even increase the likelihood of experiencing fu-
ture incidents of cyber aggression.77 Therefore, rather than assume that 
friends do not have conflicts or that they can sort out their conflicts ef-
fectively, school personnel need to be mindful and strategic in focusing 
on friendship groups when implementing conflict- reduction strategies.

School- based interventions also need to be mindful of status motiva-
tions when addressing conflicts between students. For instance, teaching 
students conflict resolution skills is a good first step, but it may not be 
enough if students believe that they can gain status by engaging in con-
flict. For some, the opportunity to gain status may be more enticing than 
resolving conflicts. Even if students do not purposely engage in conflict 
to compete for status, the fact that conflict is positively associated with 
status suggests the need to keep status at the forefront when developing 
and implementing interventions.

School personnel would also benefit from better understanding what 
status means to students in their schools and what processes or behav-
iors students see as instrumental to status. This can be done through 
focus groups with student leaders or through assignments or question-
naires that allow students to expand on their definitions of status and 
mechanism for increasing it. If conflict is perceived by students to be 
a means to achieving status, and because adolescents in particular care 
about status, it might be beneficial to shift the culture in the school so 
that students who compete for status do so in less harmful ways.

Although beyond the scope of this chapter, it would also be important 
to explore the relationship between conflict and status with more expan-
sive gender categories in ways that also allow for a better understanding 
of the experiences of LGBTQ youth given the higher rates of victimiza-
tion these youth experience.78 Moreover, while student race/ethnicity 
did not have a significant effect on status attainment in this study, re-
search should continue to explore how race/ethnicity at the individual 
and/or schoolwide level might matter for youths’ experiences with con-
flict in schools. It would be important to examine potential disparities in 
access to, and implementation of, schoolwide conflict resolution strate-
gies and resources. Understanding these impacts is especially impor-
tant given exacerbated inequities in schools brought on by the ongoing 
COVID- 19 pandemic and continued racial and social justice issues.
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The shift to remote and hybrid learning environments because of the 
pandemic has also given way to more virtual interactions among stu-
dents, which has important implications for the study of conflict and 
aggression. Since many students are learning from home or are socially 
distanced while in the school building, instances of physical aggression 
may be low; however, nonphysical aggression and instances of interper-
sonal conflict may be just as prevalent, if not more so, than they were 
before the start of the pandemic. In addition to the aforementioned 
challenges, heightened political divisiveness during the 2020 presiden-
tial election showcased the importance of civil discourse and schools’ 
roles in helping students understand and meditate conflicts that may 
arise during these times. Overall, the events of 2020 reaffirm the im-
portance of understanding interpersonal conflict and of helping youth 
mediate and resolve conflicts effectively.
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9

Social Differentness and Bullying

A Discussion of Race, Class, and Income

Todd Migliaccio

Bullying has been shown to be an international social issue1 negatively 
impacting all involved: victims, bystanders, bullies, teachers, parents, 
and so on. The U.S. Department of Education considers it one of the 
primary factors that limits student success, impacting students’ per-
sonal health, academic success, social development, and relationships, 
in both the present and future. While numerous studies have identi-
fied the importance of demographic characteristics such as gender and 
sexuality, many fail to engage these factors as multifaceted issues. This 
chapter uses the social ecological perspective to consider the impact of 
race, class, and income on bullying experiences, highlighting the exis-
tence of social differentness in bullying.2

Social Ecological Perspective

The social ecological perspective, a systems theory, postulates that 
the rates of bullying are influenced by both macro and micro factors, 
which are nested within one another. A modified version of the theory 
highlights that it is not a unidirectional relationship (see Figure 9.1)3 
among the factors. Instead, both macro and micro factors influence one 
another, as is also noted in chapter 10 by Shepherd in her description 
of the development of school culture through student interactions. All 
social factors interact with one another to maintain or potentially change 
a school bullying culture. This also means that the different levels inter-
act to determine the experiences of all stakeholders within a bullying 
dynamic. From this perspective, social- identity- based variables should 
be perceived not as factors separate from the larger culture, but rather as 
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integrated concepts that derive from and validate the larger community 
that defines the existence of a bullying culture. Social factors serve as 
justifications and avenues through which bullying is displayed, or not. 
Who is bullied derives not from specified factors solely associated with 
the individual but is, in part, based on the culture in which bullying 
occurs, along with being performances of socially defined identities. 
Focusing on research on preconceived social categories that contribute 
to bullying maintains an emphasis on normative dichotomies.4 When 
research focuses too much on highlighting the importance of key factors 
of the individuals involved, we fail to adequately understand the social 
dynamics at work within a culture. Doing so overlooks the crux of the 
issue about why bullying occurs: social differentness. Students are tar-
geted for bullying because they exude characteristics via behaviors that 
the larger community has deemed less powerful or less acceptable. It is 
not that a student is working- class, an Asian American, or a person with 
a disability, but rather that a student is working- class in a community 
that is defined around class issues and inequality.

It is, however, more than just social difference as defined by the larger 
community and/or culture that is important.5 It is that these charac-
teristics define access to resources as well as power in the community, 
and ultimately the school.6 Social factors are conduits for the pursuit 
of dominance and power via bullying,7 the prominent driving force for 
bullying.8 Individuals, in the hunt for control, often focus on factors 
that will most easily be associated with and offer them greater access 
to power. A victim of bullying is targeted not simply for their race or 
ethnicity but rather because the larger culture has deemed those factors 

InstitutionCommunity IndividualCulture Interactions

Figure 9.1. Modified Sociological Ecological Diagram
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as socially relevant to power dynamics, and the aggressor has identified 
they hold power in this context over the victim. Bullies then engage in 
behaviors that assert this perceived dominance over another, which vali-
dates the importance of these factors in the culture. There is a feedback 
loop in which social interactions construct and maintain community 
values.

Fully evaluating the social construction of difference, not just at the 
individual level but in conjunction with community inequity and dis-
crimination along with interaction and/or performances of those in-
volved, is important because findings about the statistical importance 
of social demographics are used to establish policies and interventions 
for bullying. Furthermore, aggressions enacted upon individuals who 
have been defined as marginal by the larger community legitimize the 
social hierarchy surrounding the identities. To truly understand and re-
spond to bullying, “the interplay between culture and agency is crucial.”9 
The focus must be on the social construction of difference at all levels 
of the system and how they interact to produce meaning for what de-
fines power and status within a school, which are enacted upon students 
through interactions, determined by their “social differentness.”

Race and Ethnicity

Any negative impact on the education of underrepresented students 
is important for the impact of bullying compounds the already nega-
tive experiences of students of color within the education system.10 The 
analysis of which racial/ethnic groups experience higher or lower levels 
of bullying, however, is confounding. For example, two different stud-
ies concluded that Latinos were less likely to be involved with bullying 
in comparison to African Americans11 and whites,12 while other stud-
ies have concluded that African American students are less likely to be 
bullied than white or Latino students.13 In comparison, in an analysis 
conducted by the author, African Americans and whites were the groups 
most likely to experience bullying, with Latinx most likely to be the 
aggressors.14 In contrast, a different study found that Latinos were most 
likely to experience racially biased aggression.15 And still another study 
concluded the most common group that is bullied are Native Ameri-
cans.16 A more recent study found that whites were more likely than 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Social Differentness and Bullying | 169

Hispanics or African Americans to be victimized.17 Finally, Konold et al. 
found that while African American students were more likely to identify 
a negative school climate, there was no difference in the level of bullying 
across racial/ethnic groups as well as how school climate impacts bully-
ing rates among groups.18 Beyond victimization, research has identified 
that African Americans are no more likely to be bullies than any other 
racial group,19 while a different study concluded that Blacks are the most 
likely group to bully.20 While all of these findings are legitimate, they 
obfuscate the discussion concerning the experiences of specific racial 
and/or ethnic groups and bullying.

When evaluating generalized groups, studies have also resulted in 
oppositional conclusions, with one claiming that underrepresented stu-
dents are more likely to be bullied21 and another concluding nonwhite 
minority students are less likely to be bullied.22 Still other research-
ers have claimed that race is not a factor in determining victimization 
rates.23 Hoffman and Daigle found in an evaluation of the impact of 
race/ethnicity on bullying that including multiple key, control factors in 
the analysis, the impact of racial/ethnic group identity became limited.24 
Furthermore, race/ethnicity had no impact on willingness to disclose 
experience to parents and did not correlate with parental response and 
the subsequent impact on depression of victims.25 One study identified 
that ethnic minorities are more likely to be bullies,26 while a study by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center found an increase in attacks on ethnic mi-
norities, largely by white students.27 To further complicate these issues, 
studies have found when evaluating multiple factors, in comparison to 
race, that other factors may be more influential when evaluating bul-
lying rates. Peskin et al. claimed that gender plays a much greater role 
in bullying than race.28 Jackman et al. concluded that sexual- minority 
students had higher rates than heterosexual students, regardless of ra-
cial groups.29 Peguero and Williams noted that SES mediated the rela-
tionship between race/ethnicity and bullying rates.30 And Hoffman and 
Daigle identified that having disabilities was the prominent factor in 
determining bullying for all racial/ethnic groups.31

This is not to claim that race and/or ethnicity are not important in 
bullying analysis, for they consistently influence behaviors in schools. 
Gusler and Kiang32 found that while race/ethnicity had no impact on 
bullying experiences, racial/ethnic minority students who experienced 
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bullying were likely to identify race as being a contributing factor.33 Stu-
dents who feel bullied because of a specific factor, such as race, feel dis-
connected from school, which increases absenteeism and limits success 
in academia.34 It has also been found that intervention programs differ-
entially impact racial/ethnic groups in comparison to whites, even to the 
point of not changing bullying rates for some groups.35 Furthermore, La 
Salle et al. concluded that race/ethnicity mediated the impact of school 
culture on suicidal ideation, increasing it for some groups.36 Studies 
have found that students of color suffer at higher rates from health de-
ficiencies, both physical and mental, as well as experience negative edu-
cational outcomes, as a result of bullying.37

Focusing on racial groups to evaluate bullying is limiting, as racial/
ethnic groups are often characterized by preestablished categories that 
more often do not reflect the diversity of identities of students within a 
school. In an analysis of a large school district, the open- ended question 
about race/ethnicity resulted in twenty- two claimed racial/ethnic identi-
ties throughout the district.38 Such a diverse range limits the ability to 
statistically evaluate the relationship between race/ethnicity and bully-
ing. Often research collapses identities into smaller, culturally defined 
groups, which fails to acknowledge the existence of extensive identities 
and ultimately cultures in a school or district. Such an analysis measures 
a socially prescribed measure of bullying that would essentially be inac-
curate to the experiences of each group. For example, of the twenty- 
two identities in the noted study, six could be characterized explicitly 
as Asian, ranging from the general moniker “Asian” to “Filipino” and 
“Indian,” all of which are considered Asian and yet offer distinctly differ-
ent social experiences. This does not include the multiethnic identities, 
at least one of which included an Asian identity (five more identities). 
Categorizing all of these groups who are affiliated with Asia or Asian 
background as “Asian” fails to account for the diversity of historical39 
and cultural experiences of these groups.40 The diverse experiences, cul-
tures, and histories alter bullying experiences of students,41 and thus our 
understanding about how race and/or ethnicity contributes to bullying 
experiences.

A number of studies have noted that the impact of race/ethnicity on 
bullying is determined less by which societal group one is affiliated with 
and more by which group is a minority within the school.42 Bullying of 
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minority groups is compounded by the fact that bystander attitudes to-
ward bullying are influenced by the size of the support group of the bul-
lied individual.43 Returning to the study that identified the existence of 
twenty- two potential identities, the study found Latinos to be the group 
most likely to be the aggressor, which corresponds with the statistical 
breakdown, as they composed over 65 percent of the student popula-
tion.44 Power differences among students that contribute to the likeli-
hood of bullying are related to superior numbers.45 It has been found 
that there has been an increase in race- based bullying since 2016, with 
students of color in predominantly white schools identifying higher 
rates of victimization.46 Furthermore, in schools that were predomi-
nantly nonwhite, there was not an increase, but white students reported 
being bullied more than nonwhite students.

Being in the statistical minority in a school characterizes students as 
socially distinct, which influences racial bullying.47 It is the expressed 
power of the majority group over the statistically identified minority 
group that largely promotes race as a significant factor (this does not 
consider the racism- driven attacks).48 In line with this, racial bullying is 
less likely to occur in racially balanced diverse schools and classrooms.49 
In fact, having greater diversity throughout a school has been shown 
not only to reduce feelings of vulnerability of any racial or ethnic group 
but also to impact the perception of how teachers treated different ra-
cial groups, that is, more equitably.50 This is supported by the finding 
that interventions that are impactful are those that emphasize greater 
cultural sensitivity and tolerance of diversity.51 Focusing consistently on 
social acceptance limits the power through highlighting “differentness” 
of students, in particular, ethnic minorities.

Race- based bullying is not solely about numbers though, as racial 
discord persists throughout schools,52 and engagement in racial bully-
ing is influenced by the value placed upon race and racial dominance in 
the surrounding community.53 In a country that has institutionalized 
white supremacist practices and ideology,54 racial bullying is a constant 
threat to students of color,55 who are more likely than white students 
to perceive schools as unsafe.56 In fact, white supremacy is integrated 
into all aspects of school curriculum, including standard anti- bullying 
programs.57 As a result, anti- bullying programs have little to no impact 
on Black students.58 Individuals are not bullied simply because they are 
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affiliated with a minority group but rather because the community and 
larger culture in which a school resides is racially charged. “Bullying is 
not a ‘natural’ adolescent behavior, but is conditioned by the surround-
ing social environment.”59

Class and Income

Researchers have consistently noted that class is a prominent factor in 
bullying that limits student opportunities,60 which regularly interacts 
with and even moderates the effect of race/ethnicity.61 Socioeconomic 
status has been identified as translating into cultural status within a 
school,62 isolating working- class students and elevating upper-  and 
middle- class students. The importance of class in defining social status 
is influenced by the materialistic values of a society,63 and more specifi-
cally, the surrounding community.64 Hite and Hite noted that children 
can become aware of materialism and its importance in a society as early 
as two years old.65 It can influence a student’s self- worth,66 educational 
goals,67 and peer judgment.68 Evaluation based on materialism, how-
ever, is not solely a unidirectional experience. Banerjee and Dittmar 
found that students who were rejected or perceived rejection increased 
their focus on materialism in an effort to fit in, showing that bullying in 
more materialistic cultures can potentially lead to a greater emphasis by 
a victim on materialistic values.69

Emphasis on materialistic success is not explicitly about actual class 
standing but about a performance of it. “Differences in financial back-
grounds, even if sometimes minor, are exacerbated by the way students 
present themselves.”70 Bullying among poorer students is determined by 
others’ perception of their social differences,71 which is mediated by the 
importance of materialism in the community.72 To offset any perceived 
or actual bullying, students and their parents try to offset potential class 
difference through material purchases.73 This may be why some studies 
have concluded that actual SES does not influence bullying74 because 
student SES is not driving the categorization of students but instead is 
determined by perceived class based on material possessions.

Some argue that the effect of social class is often masked by other fac-
tors.75 For example, children within lower tiers of socioeconomic status 
tend to have fewer friends,76 and children with fewer friends are more 
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likely to experience victimization.77 Similarly, Tippett and Wolke con-
cluded in their meta- analysis of SES and bullying, “Accordingly, it might 
be that factors associated with low SES, such as how children are par-
ented, get on with their siblings, or observe domestic violence, were bet-
ter suited to predicting victim and bully- victim roles than socioeconomic 
level.”78 Ultimately, “household income could thus be too indirect to cap-
ture adolescents’ experienced material and economic conditions.”79

While household income may not be a clear indicator, larger societal 
determinants of SES “differentness” could be. In an extensive study of 
thirty- five countries, it was found that class is a significant factor, ex-
tending from the interactional level up to the societal.80 The researchers 
concluded that children of the lower classes were at greater risk of being 
victimized, finding that economic inequality at schools increased the 
likelihood of experiencing bullying. Furthermore, for every level of dif-
ference between the wealthiest and the poorest in a school, there was a 
13 percent increased likelihood of bullying at the same school. Economic 
disparity did not stop here, as greater inequity throughout a country 
increased the likelihood of students in the country experiencing bul-
lying by as much as 34 percent. Essentially, poor students who attend 
schools that have higher levels of economic inequality, which are lo-
cated in countries that display greater income disparity among their in-
habitants, are at an increased likelihood of being bullied than any other 
student.81 Furthermore, acceptance of such inequality also promotes 
negative treatment of those who are at the economic lower end, as well 
as their acceptance of victimization.

The larger community and cultural determinants that define the value 
of materialism influence the effect class has on bullying. Still, the impact 
of class on bullying is mediated by other factors, in particular the abil-
ity to perform “higher” class, clarifying the social construction of class 
as a factor. Ultimately, it is the presentation and truly the perception of 
“differentness,” coupled with the cultural importance of the factor that 
defines the likelihood and level of class- based bullying that may occur.

Bullying in the Trump Era

Societal perspective can also change during different eras, depending on 
the emphasis on race and ethnicity by the larger society. For example, 
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Huang and Cornell82 concluded that the increasing rate of race- based 
bullying since 2016 was largely a result of the sociopolitical climate. 
The Southern Poverty Law Center identified it as the “Trump Effect,” 
citing specific quotations from election rhetoric used during bullying 
incidences.83 Donald Trump’s rhetoric during his time in office prof-
fered institutionalized justification for hate speech and discrimination, 
including the criminalization of immigrants.84 During this period of 
time, the number of hate- based groups doubled, along with a tripling of 
anti- Muslim groups.85 There was also a subsequent 258 percent increase 
in white supremacist propaganda during the first year of Trump’s presi-
dency,86 and a spike in hate crimes,87 which were the highest rates that 
we had seen in over ten years.88 I introduce these numbers not to engage 
in a debate concerning the dogma of the former president but more to 
clarify that divisive speech influences cultural and community perspec-
tives and the subsequent actions around and in schools. In particular, 
the rhetoric facilitated greater feelings of vulnerability for students of 
color, while simultaneously amplifying for everyone a standpoint that 
immigrants and people of color are threats.89 Ultimately, constructing 
specific groups as a peril to the status quo, that is, power structures, 
increases the likelihood of aggression and bullying toward the perceived 
threat.90

During Trump’s time in office, there was also an increase of racial 
and ethnic bullying throughout the United States.91 This included white 
students who were targeted when attending predominantly nonwhite 
institutions.92 Durkin argues that nonwhite students were likely more 
aggressive toward white students when they outnumbered them in re-
sponse to the negative idiom and, more important, the power inequity 
in the larger society. As discussed throughout this chapter, bullying 
rates, however, are not solely influenced by the larger societal culture, 
but are shaped also by the immediate surrounding community.93 Huang 
and Cornell94 found higher rates of race-  or ethnicity- based bullying 
in communities that tended to promote negative ethnic and/or racial 
commentary. Similarly, prejudicial attitudes about immigrants that were 
supported in a community increased anti- immigration bullying.95

While macro cultures impact the experiences for students in schools, 
school climate can manipulate the culture in such a way as to coun-
teract external issues.96 Schools that promoted diversity, in their staff97 
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and in their curriculum,98 tended to have lower rates of bullying. Ali99 
identified that what is in the curriculum reflects the values of the school 
culture. More specifically, pedagogy that highlighted Black Lives Mat-
ter connected students of color to school by making course material 
more accessible and relevant to their lives.100 Such inclusive efforts have 
been shown to not only increase student engagement and learning but 
also foster greater trust among underrepresented students in the class-
room.101 Equity- focused curriculum promotes the voice of students of 
color that increase their engagement and learning,102 which increases 
comprehension, civic responsibility, and agency of all students, includ-
ing white students.103 Beyond the curriculum, an emphasis on diversity 
in the physical environment can also reflect the values of the school.104 
Murals created in school that mirror the students and their community 
bond students to schools,105 which can positively alter their perception 
about education.106 Integrating equity throughout a school, including 
staff, curriculum, and physical environment, increases student feelings 
of safety and connectivity, while also reducing bullying.107 Students not 
only are able to engage more academically when the material is relevant 
to their experiences108 but also become more connected to a community 
and, more importantly, gain a voice.109 Similar to how external groups 
impact LGBTQ student experiences when bullying occurs, Black Lives 
Matter offers a group and a community that could offset the negative 
impact of bullying.

In contrast, schools that refrained from promoting education on rac-
ism and diversity limited inclusion for all students.110 For example, many 
schools refused to integrate antiracism curriculum, such as the 1619 Proj-
ect. The repudiation was influenced, in part, by Trump’s commentary 
about the project and, more importantly, his administration’s promotion 
of the 1776 Commission to infuse more patriotism in school curricula. 
Schools that sponsor perspectives that sustain the status quo and look to 
perpetuate divisions are more likely to maintain unsafe environments for 
students of color.111 Even in instances when teachers attempted to draw 
on Black Lives Matter educational curriculum,112 there was a backlash 
from community members,113 who actively marginalized those teachers, 
labeling them as “problematic.”114 Many teachers choose then to refrain 
from integrating innovative practices, such as inclusive curriculum, when 
they do not feel supported by their schools.115 Sustaining such practices 
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highlights the importance of the dominant ideology concerning race, 
which further disconnects students of color from schools, while simulta-
neously promoting racial, ethnic, and/or anti- immigrant bullying.

While social differentness is relevant and important to evaluating and 
understanding bullying, we should not ignore the contextual issues that 
direct the degree and focus of the bullying. Trump’s rhetoric promoted 
white supremacist ideology that enhanced racial, ethnic, and immigrant 
bullying in schools. The impact of the rhetoric, which derived from the 
larger societal ideology, interacted with the community and school cul-
tures to influence rates and experiences of bullying. Ultimately, the focus 
on individual identity factors “mirrors broader social structures” of in-
equality and discrimination.116 These broader ideologies that reflect hi-
erarchical structures in a society are influenced by macro factors, such as 
institutionalized racism, community response (e.g., the rise of Black Lives 
Matter), and the larger contextual issues, which, in this case, was the ac-
tive rhetoric of a nation’s leader to augment a white supremacist system. 
These together influence the level and experiences of bullying within 
a school. This means that a surrounding community can contribute to 
mediating bullying, including racial and ethnic bullying and its impact 
on students.117 Any analysis of race and/or ethnicity related to bully-
ing needs to consider the “social differentness” of the students, which is 
influenced by the importance placed on race as expressed through the 
rhetoric in the country, larger community, and school climate and the 
statistical makeup of the specific identities within each school.

Conclusion

“Social differentness” cannot be explicitly applied to any specified group, 
yet it is a driving force for why students are targeted. Race, ethnicity, and 
class are all important factors that influence bullying within a school as 
they create division and power differentials among students. Drawing on 
the modified social ecological model, cultural expectations and values 
demarcate what characteristics define potential power divisions within 
school interactions. While larger societal hierarchies tend to reflect a 
heterosexual, male- centered, cisgender, able- bodied, middle- /upper- 
class, white lens, the importance of each is contextual and governed 
by the surrounding community and statistical makeup of the student 
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population as well as societal issues. For example, in predominantly 
white schools in the South, race- based bullying increased following the 
2016 election.118 Students, drawing on explicit and divisive rhetoric of 
the culture and community, distinguish which identities and/or charac-
terizations through which to assert power.

While community values define and characterize pathways to power, 
determination of “social differentness” exists through evaluations of per-
formances by students; that is, they are based on perceptions, not “real” 
or even “chosen” identities of the targets. Returning to the modified social 
ecological model, the interaction among students is influenced by the so-
cietal and community levels. Essentially, those students associated with 
identities that are socially determined positions of power look to assert 
dominance over those who appear to be part of a marginalized group. 
Whether defining the socially ostracized status or attempting to negate a 
marginalized status, behaviors are key facets of the bullying experience; 
these performances not only determine who is (and is not) in power, but 
also simultaneously reflect and confirm the cultural expectations that de-
fine power. Bullying is not only a performance of dominance over indi-
viduals who have been designated as “different” but also a validation of the 
larger cultural determinants and values. It is a feedback loop based on the 
actions of those engaged in bullying that maintains the societal and school 
determinants of cultural values and hierarchies. The interface between the 
larger culture and community values and the social performance of iden-
tities within interactions regulate “social differentness” and power.

Without consideration of the cultural and community values, the 
makeup of the school and the interaction dynamics, it is more difficult 
to accurately evaluate, respond to, and prevent bullying within schools. 
Research findings that focus on social characteristics are limited in their 
application when they do not consider and then respond to the culture 
in which bullying exists, that is, the specific school and surrounding 
community.119 “Social differentness” conceptualizes that differential of 
the social experiences of bullying.

Notes
This chapter would not have been written without the support of my former colleague, 
Dr. Juliana Raskauskas, who passed away in January 2016. She believed that the ideas in 
this chapter were important to share and pushed me to work on it prior to her passing.
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Cultures of Peer Harassment or Support in Schools

An Interactionist Account of Student Culture

Hana Shepherd

In recent years, school administrators and scholars have paid particular 
attention to the importance of school cultures in supporting students, 
promoting academic achievement, and reducing bullying and other 
forms of peer harassment.1 This focus assumes that much of what we 
need to understand about bullying is rooted in social groups and col-
lectives; bullying is not merely about individual bad actors and their 
victims, but is about what students are allowed to do by adults, and 
what they might be rewarded or sanctioned for from their peers. Much 
of this attention has focused on the role of top- down communication 
about culture from administrators and teachers.2 Foundational work on 
bullying by Olweus emphasizes the role of adults in creating a social 
environment of support and firm, nonpunitive rules regarding treat-
ment of other students.3

Another key dimension of school culture, however, is what students 
themselves produce through interacting with each other. Student- driven 
cultures can either support or undermine peer harassment in schools, 
and they may be more influential in shaping students’ behaviors than 
adult- driven culture. Widespread and persistent patterns of peer harass-
ment can emerge in schools, as when students commonly post disparag-
ing comments about their classmates on social media, rally their friends 
to confront a student who has been spreading rumors, thus escalating 
the conflict, or pick on students with disabilities or those who identify 
as LGBTQ+. Students at these schools develop a language around these 
behaviors, like “starting drama.” These behaviors may continue despite 
school rules and other efforts, both from school staff and from students, 
to stop them. Meanwhile, in other schools, composed of largely similar 
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types of students and subject to similar types of rules and regulations, 
students may regularly sanction those who post negative comments on 
social media or who pick on students with disabilities, developing terms 
for the perpetrators like “haters” or creating fashion or public messag-
ing in the school to communicate messages supporting students who 
identify as LGBTQ+.

This chapter examines these student- driven cultures relevant to peer 
harassment, how these cultures develop, and how they can change. I first 
review common ways of thinking about and measuring culture in the 
bullying literature, and articulate an account of group culture grounded 
in the focus within sociology of culture on shared meaning.4 I argue for 
the value of a dynamic, interactionist approach— what I refer to as an 
interactionist norm account of culture— to understanding student cul-
tures in schools. I use empirical evidence from fifty- six middle schools 
to illustrate a set of measures of student culture and demonstrate what 
thinking about these measures together can do to illuminate student 
culture. Finally, I briefly review recent intervention programs that take 
this type of view of student culture.

My focus on student- driven cultures is not to undervalue the role 
of formal school rules and disciplinary systems, or guidance and 
norms from teachers, administrators, and parents, in shaping stu-
dent cultures of peer harassment. As other scholars have described, 
student harassment behaviors occur within an ecology: the context 
of the school, the community, and broader systems of meaning of 
what are acceptable behaviors.5 This account of student- driven cul-
ture does not explicitly theorize how student dynamics interact with 
these other factors, nor does it preclude a role of these other factors 
in shaping overall patterns of behavior and meanings about behav-
iors. I focus on theorizing student- driven culture in large part be-
cause of the lack of focus on this aspect of the ecological system of 
peer harassment.

Throughout the chapter, I use the term “peer harassment” instead of 
“bullying” because peer harassment is a broader concept that captures a 
range of negative peer- directed behaviors, while the concept of bullying 
has legal and lay connotations that are narrow.6 Most importantly, these 
connotations do not correspond to how students themselves think about 
negative peer- directed behaviors.
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What We Mean When We Talk about Culture

Two paradigms dominate existing work linking culture to bullying: a 
focus on a broad conception of school climate, including the beliefs 
of different types of actors, school rules and organizational practices 
around education and safety, interpersonal relationships, and other 
features of schools, and a largely undertheorized conception of student 
culture of bullying.7 Work on the latter cultural approach to bullying 
and peer harassment among students conceives of culture mainly in 
terms of a set of siloed concepts: student beliefs about peer harassment 
behaviors, student behaviors that stem from those beliefs that support or 
perpetuate peer harassment, values, and social norms.8

For example, Unnever and Cornell argue for understanding school 
climates conductive to bullying as characterized by a “normative set of 
shared beliefs that support or encourage bullying behavior.”9 They as-
sess culture among about 2,400 students in six middle schools in Vir-
ginia using questions about how often students see others (students and 
adults) trying to intervene in cases of bullying; students’ own feelings 
when they see others being bullied; and students’ own behavioral inten-
tions regarding bullying other students. Unnever and Cornell did not 
take variation across schools as an object of inquiry itself (indeed, they 
found little variation across these six schools).10 Other researchers ad-
dress students’ beliefs as part of the larger context of the school climate 
that includes the beliefs of teachers, school officials, and parents.11

Normative beliefs are clearly an important aspect of peer culture, but 
there remains a lack of consensus regarding what constitutes norma-
tive beliefs and how they should be measured. Additionally, little work 
attempts to directly measure the extent to which students in a school 
share those beliefs beyond examining mean values of students’ attitudes 
about bullying.

Another important line of work examines the role of peer influence 
and social norms in shaping bullying and peer harassment.12 This work 
focuses in particular on the social feedback, often neutral or positive, 
that young people receive for bullying behaviors. Though few explicitly 
endorse peer harassment, students’ public behavior often suggests ac-
tive or passive support for harassment. For example, observers might 
smile or laugh in response to bullying incidents or publicly side with an 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Cultures of Peer Harassment or Support | 191

aggressor “in part to protect their social status, reputation, and physical 
safety.”13 This can create perceptions of norms in groups that support 
and reinforce peer harassment.

The majority of existing work on school culture has been limited 
empirically by a lack of focus on school variation in favor of examin-
ing individual beliefs without a comprehensive assessment of the social 
context of students in a school, and theoretically limited by an underde-
veloped conception of culture. Amid an abundance of both theoretical 
and empirical work on what constitutes culture, how it is transmitted, 
and how it shapes action in the world, I focus here on group culture— 
the particular behaviors, beliefs, systems of meaning, and ways of 
interacting— that develops within social groups.14 This is akin to Fine’s 
concept of an idioculture, or “a system of knowledge, beliefs, behav-
iors, and customs shared by members of an interacting group to which 
members can refer and employ as the basis of further interaction.”15 By 
focusing on student- driven culture, I emphasize in particular the de-
velopment and sharing of meanings about peer- harassment- related be-
haviors among students. As I elaborate below, an interactionist norm 
account emphasizes the way that groups of people who regularly interact 
with each other establish meanings for particular behaviors within the 
group, and how those meanings persist or change over time.

An Interactionist Account of Cultures of  
Peer Harassment or Support

As Fine and Tavory articulate, interactionism assumes that (1) people 
act on meanings in communities that themselves depend on shared 
meanings, and (2) meanings depend on continuing, ongoing interac-
tions between individuals.16 Here, I bring together interactionism and 
work on social norms in groups: I argue for the value of thinking about 
the development and change in shared meanings about common and 
acceptable behaviors in a group— commonly referred to as social norms. 
Social norms are analytically important for understanding group cul-
tures because they influence behavior.17 Instead of accounting for the 
culture of a school as a byproduct of neighborhood context or as an 
overarching, undifferentiated macro variable,18 this approach (which 
aligns with Migliaccio’s account of social ecology in chapter 9) focuses 
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on how culture is driven by patterns of interaction among group mem-
bers (in this case, students) and social inferences about what is widely 
accepted as appropriate behavior within the group.

As shown in Figure 10.1, the interactionist norm account of culture 
acknowledges that the organizational rules and broader context influ-
ence how school- level patterns of behavior emerge. But the focus in 
this theory is on how individual- level interactions between students 
create schoolwide patterns of behavior, as students develop percep-
tions of what is widespread and desirable behavior among other stu-
dents within their school— perceived norms— using information from 
the behavior and language of other students. These perceptions of so-
cial norms are produced through interactions and patterns of inter-
action that are consistent and repeated between group members (C 
and C1 in the figure). One way to represent these patterns of interac-
tion between group members is using social network measures. When 
these perceptions become shared among students, a process that can 
be facilitated or impeded by the structure of patterned interactions 
(the social network) (B in the figure), then behaviors consistent with 
those perceptions become widely practiced within the school (C in 
the figure). A student who perceives a behavior to be widespread and 
desirable will be more likely to engage or reward others for engaging 
in this behavior and less likely to punish others engaging in it. When 
perceptions of behavior are widely shared, behaviors may become en-
trenched such that they last over time and new students learn to en-
gage in them. The interactionist norm account of culture is necessarily 
dynamic: as patterns of interaction change, so too does exposure to 
behaviors and information, which can change both the perception of 
social norms (C) and the extent to which those perceptions are shared 
within the group (B).

In an interactionist norm account of culture, school- level behavioral 
patterns can emerge or change when students perceive that other stu-
dents behave in similar ways. If a student or a small number of students 
perceive the norm of the school to be a particular way, for example, that 
it is unacceptable to call students “gay” in a derogatory way, they will 
act accordingly. However, if their perception is a minority one, they 
will come across disconfirming information: other students behaving in 
ways that violate their perception of the norm by using the term “gay” 
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as an insult, or other students responding negatively to them if they do 
not condone or participate in calling others “gay” in a derogatory way. 
The lack of coordination or sharing of perceived norms may manifest 
in subtle or overt ways when students with different perceptions inter-
act, and these interactions will provide information regarding what is 
practiced and accepted within the school, leading to updating of those 
perceptions. Depending on who holds what perceptions, that updating 
may or may not be mutual: both sides may adjust their perceptions, or 
one side might adjust their perceptions while the other side fails to do 
so. High- status students may be less likely to adjust their perceptions 
when interacting with a lower- status student, whereas lower- status stu-
dents may be particularly likely to adjust their perceptions when inter-
acting with a high- status student. If, however, two individuals or two 
groups of students share a perception of the norm, that, for example, it 
is unacceptable to call other students “gay” in a derogatory way, then 
when they interact, their behaviors should reaffirm their shared percep-
tion of the group norm. In turn, they will continue to behave in ways 
consistent with that perception, or at least fail to regulate or challenge 
consistent behavior. Their behavior will signal to others in the school 

A. School-level:
Emergence, persistence, or change in group

behavior among students

B. Variation in sharing of perceived
norms among students

C. Individual-level:
Patterns of interaction among

students shape perceived norms

Context:
Local Resources

School Rules
Adult Norms

Observation
and

Sanctioning
Coordination

Status-based
Attention

Figure 10.1. Illustration of Proposed Interactionist Norm Account

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



194 | Hana Shepherd

what is acceptable behavior, and provide further support for certain 
perceived norms. Under these conditions, widespread and entrenched 
behaviors in a school can develop.

I posit that the more that perceived norms are shared within a school, 
the more individuals will behave consistently with the perceived norm, 
further generating more shared perceptions and behavior. This process 
may be linear, where the addition of people who come to share percep-
tions of a particular norm leads to more behavior consistent with that 
norm, or it may require a certain number of people to have shared per-
ceived norms (a threshold) to be sufficient to shape the behavior and 
perceptions of others. The proportion of group members, along with 
the relative status of those members, who need to be perceived as par-
ticipating in the behavior or supporting the behavior in order for it to 
be sustained may vary based on the behavior in question. For example, 
in scholarship on the historical case of the practice of footbinding in 
China, a behavior that required coordination between group members 
(i.e., it required parents of girls to perform the footbinding and the par-
ents of boys to want to have their sons marry girls with bound feet in 
order to stop the cycle of footbinding), the parents of girls needed only 
to perceive a relatively small subset of the group to be willing to marry 
their sons to girls without bound feet, in order for them to consider 
the possibility of not binding their daughters’ feet.19 Perceiving a norm 
among a relatively small percentage of the group may be enough, then, 
to change a behavior that requires coordination among those group 
members. Perceived norms about some behaviors need not be perfectly 
shared to create persistent patterns of behavior, while others may require 
more widespread sharedness.

How Repeated Interactions Shape Perceived Norms

Patterns of interaction, the local network of relationships between stu-
dents, can drive the formation of perceived norms. Behaviors may be 
unevenly distributed in a group; some individuals may participate in a 
behavior much more than others. Because of the uneven distribution of 
behaviors, some group members may perceive behaviors to occur with 
more frequency than others based on what and whom they are exposed 
to in the group. At the individual level, patterns of interactions between 
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group members shape what and whom group members are exposed to 
and thus what perceptions they form.20 Because of similarities and dif-
ferences in these patterns of interactions, group members may develop 
perceived norms that are similar to or distinct from others in the group.

Given that different group members may fail to share similar percep-
tions of the norms of the group, what leads some group members to per-
ceive a norm when others do not? Group members may have differential 
levels of access and exposure to the behaviors and reactions of others, 
and this access and exposure is structured by patterned interactions. We 
gain information about the behaviors of others in our group, and group 
members’ reactions to those behaviors through interaction, though we 
may have differential levels of access and exposure to the behaviors and 
reactions of others. For example, in a school, students who have few 
friendships, and mainly have friendships with other students who also 
have few friends, are less likely to hear about many of the conflicts be-
tween other students. Thus, a crucial element in norm perception is an 
individual’s chronic interactions with other group members (their so-
cial network ties), which both reflect past patterns of interactions and 
channel future interactions. These chronic interactions influence an 
individual’s perception of how widespread and how widely endorsed a 
behavior is by shaping to whom an individual is exposed, the type of ex-
posure, and the amount of exposure.21 Thus, individuals’ social network 
ties, both how many they have and to whom, provide them with a set of 
social cues that shape their perceptions of norms.

Patterns of interaction among group members across time drive the 
process of normative perception; we gain information about the be-
haviors of others in our group and group members’ reactions to those 
behaviors through interaction. Interaction with others provides indi-
viduals with three types of cues about behavior relevant to norm infer-
ence, and these cues will differ based on individuals’ particular pattern 
of interactions: (1) How frequent is the behavior? How many people 
engage in this behavior? (2) Which group members participate in the 
behavior? Do very public, socially salient individuals do the behavior 
more than others? Do high-  or low- status individuals participate in the 
behavior more frequently? Do individuals who occupy particular roles 
in the group behave in certain ways? Do individuals who are socially 
closer to the perceiver perform the behavior more than do individuals 
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who are socially more distant from the perceiver? (3) How do other 
group members receive the behavior? Is the behavior rewarded, sanc-
tioned, or treated neutrally? How does this reception vary among group 
members?

An interactionist norm account of peer culture leads us to measure 
and assess culture in ways quite distinct from the types of measures and 
approaches in the current literature about cultures or climates of peer 
harassment. I now turn to an illustration of the type of empirical evi-
dence that can help researchers and practitioners better assess cultures 
of peer harassment.

Empirical Variation in Cultures of  
Peer Harassment or Support

I use a unique dataset collected as part of an intervention program in 
fifty- six middle schools in New Jersey to describe empirical variation in 
student cultures of harassment and to illustrate how researchers might 
draw on an interactionist norm account of culture. I propose a broader 
set of quantitative measures of peer harassment culture, argue for the 
value of considering the relationships between them, and illustrate how 
a focus on school- level comparisons can help describe student- driven 
culture. These data are unique in a number of ways and allow me to 
develop metrics of student- driven culture that have not been taken into 
account in previous studies.

Data for this analysis come from a yearlong, randomized field experi-
ment conducted over the 2012– 2013 school year.22 As I detail below, half 
of the schools were randomly assigned to receive our intervention pro-
gram. Here, when examining change over the course of the school year, 
I note which schools were in the treatment condition and which were 
in the control condition because the sources of cultural change between 
those two types of schools were different due to the intervention. As part 
of the design and evaluation of the intervention, students in the fifty- six 
public middle schools completed a survey at the beginning of the school 
year, in the fall of 2012, and at the end of the school year, in the late 
spring of 2013 (N = 21,110 observed in both waves of the survey; 24,191 
observed in at least one wave). Having information over the course of 
the school year allows me to illustrate features of change that correspond 
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to a dynamic account of group culture. The extent of variation in the 
data is valuable for illustrating a range in how schools might be arrayed 
along various measures of peer harassment culture.

I identify the schools only according to numbers from 1 to 60 that we 
used during the course of the study in order to protect the anonymity of 
the schools. The numbers do not correspond to any traits of the schools. 
The schools represented in this dataset are similar but not identical to the 
population of public middle schools in New Jersey overall.

The characteristics of the schools vary greatly from one another: 
they range in size from 113 to 885 students; from 2 to 94 percent white 
students; from 46 to 57 percent female; from 0.1 to 85 percent of stu-
dents receiving free or reduced- price lunch; from 7 to 88 percent of 
students who speak a language other than English at home; from 3 
to 32 percent of students who live with only with their mother; from 
17 to 68 percent of students who play sports at school; from 24 to 64 
percent of students who report using the social media platform Ins-
tagram. Below, I describe the relationship between types of student 
culture and two school characteristics— size and socioeconomic status 
(SES)— but I cannot make claims about the role of the latter in shaping 
the former.

Measures

I use data on students’ perceptions of the descriptive norms around peer 
harassment or support at their school (what they report seeing others 
do), prescriptive norms (how widespread they report beliefs about what 
is acceptable or desirable behavior to be among other students), their 
personal experiences of peer harassment and support, and their self- 
reported involvement in conflict with peers.

Norms. To assess students’ perceptions of peer harassment- related 
norms, students were asked, “How many students at this school 
think . . .” followed by one of ten phrases: “it’s good to stay out of con-
flict with other students”; “it’s funny, it is not a big deal, when people 
mess with, trash talk, or pick on other people at this school”; “it’s okay 
to speak up for a student when other people are being mean to them”; 
“it’s not funny, it is a big deal, to call someone gay”; “it’s good to be 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



198 | Hana Shepherd

friendly and nice with all students at this school, no matter who”; “it’s 
funny, it is not a big deal, to post something mean about someone on-
line”; “it’s okay to use jokes to insult someone else’s race or ethnicity”; 
“it’s not good to threaten, hit, or push someone as a joke or for real”; 
“it’s not okay when people gossip and start rumors about others at this 
school”; “it’s not okay to tell an adult at school about student conflicts.” 
Students reported answers on a 6- point scale (almost nobody, a few 
people, about 25 percent, about 50 percent, about 75 percent, almost 
everybody). The scale was accompanied by a visual depiction of a group 
of figures with the approximate number of the group shaded in for each 
response category.23

Descriptive Norms. Students answered questions regarding how 
frequently they saw other students do each of the ten behaviors assessed 
in the perceived norms measures. For example, students responded to 
these prompts: “At my school, I see other students . . . staying out of con-
flict”; “messing with, trash talking or picking on someone”; “speaking 
up for a student when other people are being mean to them”; and “call-
ing others gay.” Students reported answers on a 5- point scale (never, 1– 2 
times/month, about 1 time/week, 2– 3 times/week, and every day). These 
were also combined (with the positive items reverse coded) and divided 
by 10 to create an average measure (from 0 to 4) for descriptive norms 
for each individual at each of the two waves.

Negative Peer Experiences. At both survey waves, students re-
ported on their specific experiences with peers at the school. Students 
reported their own negative experiences by indicating whether students 
at the school had done any of the following: “excluded me”; “messed 
with or picked on me”; “started rumors or gossiped about me”; “made 
fun of how I look”; “threatened, hit, or pushed me, as a joke or for real”; 
“insulted my race or ethnicity, not as a joke”; “said I am gay”; “posted 
online or texted something mean about me.” These eight negative events 
were summed to create an index of negative experiences.24

Own Behavior and Attitudes. To gauge students’ evaluations 
of their own participation in conflict at their school, at both waves of 
the survey, students were asked a binary question about whether they 
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agreed with the statement, “I have a lot of conflict with other students at 
this school.” This measure was related to the number of conflict nomina-
tions a student reported or received from other students; students who 
reported having a lot of conflict with others at wave 1 had significantly 
more overall conflict nominations than those who did not (4.82 vs. 2.43).

We also asked students to assess whether they agreed with the state-
ment “Sometimes you have to be mean to others as a way to survive at 
this school” (a binary measure). This served as an individual attitude 
item about peer harassment.

Network Nominations. Using a roster design, at both waves of the 
survey, students reported whom they had “decided to spend time with 
(in school, out of school, or online)” from their school in the past few 
weeks. Nominations were capped at ten. The phrasing was designed to 
elicit a behavioral measure of social connections.

Empirical Approach

I use the rich data and substantial variation between schools to provide 
descriptions of different cultures of peer harassment or support among the 
schools in this dataset. Drawing on the theoretical approach to group cul-
ture that I outline above, I assess culture along five dimensions: perceived 
peer harassment norms, student experiences of peer harassment, the 
relationship between norms and experiences, the behavior of high- status 
students, and change over time between types of students. These dimen-
sions correspond to five sets of measures of school culture: (1) the mean 
values, extent of sharing (variance), and change over time in descriptive 
and prescriptive norms related to peer conduct; (2) the mean values, 
extent of sharing (variance), and change over time of students’ own expe-
riences of peer harassment or support; (3) the alignment (correlations) 
between norm perceptions and student experiences; (4) the self- reported 
conflict and harassment attitudes among high- status students; and (5) the 
difference in and change between norm perceptions among new students 
and older students. For each measure, I describe the relationship between 
it and an interactionist norm approach to peer harassment culture.

I use these data in a descriptive way and present only the correlations 
between measures. Observational correlations are necessarily limited in 
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their analytical value, but I am more interested in their descriptive value 
here. I contend that examining these measures and the way schools vary 
across these measures can help us generate theory about student culture 
and provide the basis for future empirical work. I use a comparison be-
tween two ostensibly similar schools to make this point.

Measures of School Cultures
Descriptive and Prescriptive Social Norms
Students’ perceptions of the frequency (descriptive) and acceptability 
(prescriptive) of social norms are the basis of meanings about behavior 
in the group. We can ask about the nature and extent of student norm 
perceptions within a school (mean values) and about the degree to 
which these perceptions are shared among students (variation).

I begin with an examination of the mean values in the indices for 
prescriptive and descriptive norms of peer harassment at the first wave 
of the survey, as represented in Figure 10.2. In this figure, the average 
of students’ descriptive norms index values (how frequently students 
report seeing certain behaviors) for a school appear on the x- axis and 
the average of students’ prescriptive norms index values (perceptions of 
what percentage of students believe a behavior to be acceptable) for a 
school appear on the y- axis. Higher values for both indices indicate per-
ceptions of more frequent peer harassment behaviors among students 
and support for those behaviors among students. Across these schools, 
there is a close relationship between perceptions of the frequency of 
peer harassment and support for peer harassment (r = .87). This plot 
shows substantial distribution of schools across the range of values of 
the norms indices; school 55 represents the lowest norms about peer 
harassment among students, and school 45 represents the highest norms 
about peer harassment.

Mean values do not tell us how distributed these beliefs are among 
students in a school; Figure 10.3 provides this information using the 
standard deviation of norm perceptions among students in each school.

From this plot, we can see that a school may have relatively high 
agreement about such norm perceptions (for example, school 37), or 
relatively low agreement, where students’ perceptions vary more (for 
example, school 38 or school 27). For each of these three schools, the 
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mean values of norm perceptions are high, indicating perceptions of 
peer harassment norms (see Figure 10.2), but we would expect the lived 
experience of these school cultures to differ since there is relative agree-
ment among students in school 37 about the norms and relatively lack 
of agreement among students in school 27 or 38. Students in school 37 
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may have more coordinated perceptions that support peer harassment 
behaviors, while as a whole, students in school 27, because of their lack 
of shared perceptions, may be less likely to behave in ways that corre-
spond with those perceptions.

In line with an interactionist norm approach, we can also ask in which 
direction norms are moving across the school year (Figure 10.4). For ex-
ample, mean values of perceptions of norms in school 31— a treatment 
school— vary little over the course of the school year compared to school 
34, also a treatment school. We would expect that the experience of these 
two school cultures for students to vary importantly. Researchers might 
pursue what interactional processes lead to change or a lack of change.

Personal Experiences of Peer Harassment

In addition to perceptions of peer harassment norms within a school, 
we can also examine patterns of peer harassment behavior, assessed 
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through students’ reports of their own experiences during the school 
year. We cannot tell, of course, whether these reports indicate greater 
amounts of peer harassment in these schools or a heightened percep-
tion among students that other students are harassing them. Both are 
informative about student culture.

Figure 10.5 provides the mean values and standard deviations of stu-
dents’ reports of the number of their negative peer experiences in the 
fall of the school year. Higher mean values indicate that students report 
more negative peer experiences; high standard deviations indicate that 
there is more variation around this mean value, with some students ex-
periencing many negative peer events and other students experiencing 
few. There is a strong positive relationship between mean values and 
standard deviation for the number of negative experiences (r = .92), in-
dicating that in schools where students report more negative peer ex-
periences on average, those experiences are more unevenly distributed 
among students than in schools where students report fewer negative 
peer experiences. This seems to be a general feature of cultures of peer 
harassment; the negative social environment affects some students more 
than others.
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At schools 8, 11, and 55, students report a low number of negative peer 
experiences, and there is little variation between students in these low 
mean values. There is little evidence of experiences (and, presumably, 
behavior from other students) that support a culture of harassment at 
these schools. In contrast, at schools 45, 27, and 38, students report a very 
high number of negative peer experiences, and there is a great amount 
of variation among students in their experiences. At these schools, there 
is evidence of experiences that support a culture of harassment, though 
these experiences affect some students much more than others.

Alignment between Norms and Experiences

Once we examine the mean values of and extent of variation in norm 
perceptions and personal experiences within a school, we can further-
more ask whether students’ experiences align with their perceptions of 
norms. According to an interactionist norm account, perceptions and 
behaviors are interrelated: when they are aligned, norm perceptions can 
increase behavior as behavior can strengthen norm perceptions; when 
they are not aligned, perceptions may change in the face of disconfirm-
ing behavior or behavior may change in response to norm perceptions.

In schools where students’ norm perceptions match their own expe-
riences, students may draw on firsthand experience as part of their as-
sessment of the norms of the school. We might also guess that students’ 
behaviors toward other students may correspond to their own norm 
perceptions, though this would merit additional examination. In schools 
where students’ norm perceptions do not match their own experiences, 
we might expect that the experiences of others, or the socially circulat-
ing messages or narratives about the harassment culture of the school, 
influence students’ perceptions. To assess the relationship between norm 
perceptions and personal experiences, I calculated the correlation (at the 
individual level, within schools) between the descriptive norm index and 
the number of negative peer experiences, and between the prescriptive 
norm index and the number of negative peer experiences and plotted 
each by school (see Figure 10.6). Higher values indicate more alignment 
between personal experiences and norm perceptions among students 
within a school (the overall correlation between these two measures of 
alignment among the schools is r = .57).
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We see variation between schools in the extent of alignment between 
personal experiences and norm perceptions; some schools are closely 
aligned (such as school 5), while others are largely unaligned (schools 11, 
47, and 45). Researchers might examine what accounts for alignment or 
lack of alignment. We might expect greater change in norm perceptions 
or behavior among schools with less alignment between behavior and 
norm perceptions over time.

Behavior of High- Status Students

An interactionist norm approach to group cultures considers how 
behavior may not be evenly distributed throughout a group, producing 
different exposure to behavior and information about behavior based 
on patterns of interaction. Additionally, the behavior of some group 
members might exert a disproportionate effect on the norm perceptions 
and subsequent behaviors of others. Consequently, I examine the self- 
reported behavior and attitudes of high- status students in the group in 
order to better characterize the nature of group culture. Students may be 
high status in a particular school for a variety of reasons either specific 
to the school (e.g., participating in certain after- school activities, specific 
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interaction patterns, how students are treated by teachers) or based on 
characteristics that have broader meanings and implications beyond the 
school (Tilly’s “exterior categories,”25 in this case physical appearance, 
race, gender identity, class background). The dimensions that organize 
who is high or low status in a school may vary in both systematic ways 
(e.g., based on region or school size) and idiosyncratic ways specific to 
the school.

Here, I follow previous evidence that demonstrates that high- status 
students are able to set the tone of the school better than other types 
of students.26 Thus, it merits examining the nature of the behaviors 
and attitudes of these higher- status students to further understand the 
nature of the group culture of a school. When the behaviors of the 
high- status students align with more widespread social norms, then 
we would expect norm perceptions to be more easily transmitted, 
more widely shared, and less susceptible to change. When the behav-
iors of high- status students are not aligned with perceived norms, then 
we might expect cultural change. Following our previous work, here I 
consider high- status students to be those in the top 10 percent of their 
school in terms of the number of nominations they receive from other 
students as someone others chose to spend time with over the past 
two weeks.27 Figure 10.7 plots the mean values among influential stu-
dents in a school in terms of their self- reports of having conflict with 
other students (x- axis) and in terms of their attitudes about conflict 
at the school (“You have to be mean to survive at this school”; y- axis). 
Higher values indicate more negative behaviors and attitudes among 
these influential students (the relationship between these two mea-
sures is high, r = .57).

At schools 3 and 45, influential students say that they both are in-
volved in conflict and endorse negative beliefs. This is not the case for 
the influential students in schools 16, 31, 43, 50, or 59, who report low 
values of both conflict and negative attitudes. Influential students in 
schools 1 and 44 report relatively little personal involvement in conflict 
but endorse the statement that you need to be mean to survive at the 
school. The behaviors and attitudes of these influential students may be 
an indicator of the beliefs and behaviors of other students, or they may 
indicate that it is more respected or acceptable to engage in such behav-
iors and attitudes.
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Transmission of Culture

A final dimension of culture that I consider here is the extent to which 
it becomes transmitted to new members as they join the group and how 
quickly. We can examine how different the perceptions of the culture are 
between new group members compared to group members who have 
been a part of the group for longer. In schools where there is a larger 
gap in perceptions between new members and existing members, we 
expect that acquiring the group culture takes more assimilation into 
the group in the sense that students cannot simply interpret their own 
immediate social experiences as a source of understanding the culture 
of the school, but need to understand other social cues. It may be that 
a smaller gap in perceptions between new members and existing group 
members indicates a faster transmission process, or a stronger set of sig-
nals about group culture. Another dimension of interest is whether new 
group members move toward the perceptions of existing members or 
not. When new group members move toward the perceptions of exist-
ing group members (or both groups move more toward each other), it 
may give us information about interactions within the group, or about 
the nature of the group culture itself. In most schools, presumably the 
composition of new members is roughly similar to the composition of 
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existing members, but in other groups or organizations, new members 
may be treated systematically differently, altering the process of the 
transmission of culture.

Figure 10.8 plots the distance in the fall (wave 1) between prescrip-
tive norm perceptions among students new to the school and students 
in higher grades who are presumably returning to the school (x- axis), 
compared to the change in this difference between new students and 
other students between wave 1 and wave 2 (the y- axis).28 Higher num-
bers along the x- axis indicate a greater difference in norm perceptions 
between new students and older students such that older students have 
more negative perceptions of the norms of the school. Numbers above 
zero along the y- axis indicate an increase in the distance between new 
students and older students such that their perceptions become more 
distinct over time; numbers below zero indicate a decrease in the dis-
tance between perceptions of norms between new students and older 
students, indicating that they become more similar over time.
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At most schools, older students perceive more negative norms of peer 
harassment than do new students (schools 3, 14, and 43 are exceptions 
to this pattern). However, for about half of the schools, the magnitude 
of distance between these groups of students decreases over the course 
of the school year (those schools below the zero line along the y- axis), 
while for the other half the magnitude of the distance increases (above 
the zero line along the y- axis). For example, in school 11, which started 
with a relatively large gap between the norm perceptions of new stu-
dents and older students, the size of that gap grew over the school year, 
while in school 38, also a control school and thus a school where norm 
perceptions were not being influenced by the intervention program, the 
relatively large gap between the norm perceptions of new students and 
those of older students got smaller. This graph does not tell us about the 
direction of the changes in perceptions,29 but it indicates the nature of 
change between these two distinct groups of students in terms of their 
perceptions of norms at the schools. We might use this type of informa-
tion to examine the processes by which new group members come to 
share perceptions with existing group members.

Differentiating School Cultures:  
School 14 and School 21

As a preliminary illustration of the value of considering these additional 
dimensions of school culture, compare school 14, where about 90 per-
cent of the two hundred students are Latinx in a low- SES district, and 
school 21, a school where about 80 percent of the four hundred students 
are Latinx, also in a low- SES district. If we consider only the mean val-
ues for peer harassment norm perceptions (Figure 10.2) and negative 
experiences (Figure 10.5), these schools look very similar to one another; 
they are low to moderate in terms of their peer harassment culture. 
However, in school 14, the amount of variation in students’ perceptions 
of prescriptive norms is high, indicating less agreement among students 
about the perceived norms, compared to low variation among students 
at school 21. There is also a high correlation between students’ own expe-
riences and their norm perceptions in school 14, while this correlation 
is low in school 21 (Figure 10.6). In school 14, the conflict behaviors and 
attitudes of the high- status students at the beginning of the school year 
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are far more negative than are the conflict behaviors and attitudes of 
the high- status students in school 21 (Figure 10.7). Finally, there is little 
difference in the norm perceptions of new and older students in school 
14 (and new students initially have more negative perceptions than do 
older students, which is unique in these data, and their perceptions get 
more negative while older students’ perceptions stay the same), while 
in school 21 the perceptions of older students start more negative than 
those of the new students, and new students’ perceptions become more 
negative to more closely match those of the older students (Figure 10.8).

These empirical differences suggest a number of open questions for 
researchers and practitioners. First, we might ask what the difference 
in the lived experience of being at these schools is for students and how 
these nuances in school culture relate to student achievement and well- 
being. Second, we might use existing patterns of relationships among 
students (local and school- level network structure) at each school to 
analyze the sources of these descriptive differences in student culture 
and to theorize about how student culture might develop over time. 
Finally, we might expect that different types of anti- harassment pro-
grams or interventions will be received differently and produce differ-
ent results in these two schools because of the nuances in these student 
cultures. For example, programs that utilize the influence of high- status 
students as I describe below might be received very differently at the 
two schools, given the differences in the initial levels of conflict among 
high- status students at the two schools.

Student Culture and Community  
and School Characteristics

A persistent question in the study of group cultures is the extent to which 
culture is related to characteristics of the composition of the group and 
the environment in which the group operates. The legacy of the “culture 
of poverty” debate is that explanations for group cultures or the variation 
between group cultures are often reduced to the demographic char-
acteristics of the individuals who make up the group, or assumptions 
about their immediate environment. An interactionist norm account of 
culture provides a different account, where community and group char-
acteristics may create the context for patterns of interaction and action, 
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but they are not sufficient to understand the type of change in group cul-
ture. But the type of explanation I provide here is not incompatible with 
approaches that account for the material and existing shared beliefs and 
behaviors of the larger physical, economic, political, and demographic 
contexts within which schools are embedded. One way in which mate-
rial resources might interface with the account I provide here is through 
shaping the frequency and type of interactions between students. For 
example, underresourced schools are often physically crowded, which 
changes the conditions of interaction among students.30

I provide a description of the relationship between school size (the 
number of students), the SES of the community, and one dimension of 
peer harassment cultures, students’ self- reported negative peer experi-
ences, in Figure 10.9. Note that this is the same as Figure 10.5, with the 
points scaled by school size and shaped according to the New Jersey 
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Department of Education’s assessment of community SES, the District 
Factor Grouping. The beginning of the alphabet indicates poorer districts.

Here, we see that schools of all size are distributed across all values 
of the x- axis (mean number of reported negative peer events); there is 
not a concentration of schools of a certain size at one side or the other. 
There is more of a concentration of schools in lower SES districts at 
the top- right quadrant of the figure (indicating student reports of more 
negative peer experiences) and of schools in higher SES districts at the 
bottom left quadrant (indicating student reports of fewer negative peer 
experiences), but there are also lower SES schools with fewer negative 
peer experiences (e.g., schools 21, 40, 14, 32) and higher SES schools with 
more negative peer experiences (e.g., schools 16, 26, 29).

I turn now to thinking about how student- driven culture based on 
interaction might be leveraged to change peer harassment in schools 
and how this fits into current anti- bullying efforts.

Changing Cultures of Peer Harassment

There are a multitude of approaches to addressing bullying and peer 
harassment in schools, many of which have been evaluated with neutral 
or modestly positive effects.31 The majority of these approaches, however, 
do not privilege the role of students in driving peer harassment cultures 
of schools and focus on the role that adults play in setting expectations 
for behaviors. Using the example of two school- based field experiments 
that draw on the principles of the interactionist norm account of student 
culture described above, I illustrate how taking this type of approach 
might inform intervention efforts. Both interventions focused on mak-
ing the prosocial behaviors of influential students— students who are 
particularly salient to other students in the school— visible to other 
students in order to change peer harassment behaviors. In our first inter-
vention program, we examined change within one small high school; 
in our second program, we examined change within fifty- six New Jer-
sey middle schools. Both of these intervention programs assumed, in 
contrast to many other anti- bullying efforts that rely on adults to shape 
messages about how to treat other students, that messaging about peer 
harassment is most effective when coming from students, in line with a 
conception of student- driven culture.
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In the first program in the small high school, following a schoolwide 
network survey of students to assess the extent and type of relation-
ships between students, a randomly selected group of influential stu-
dents (those nominated most frequently by other students, which we 
referred to as social referent students) were asked to participate in and 
lead an assembly- based Anti- Defamation League program, “Names 
Can Really Hurt Us.” The intervention students first participated in two 
training sessions to prepare for a schoolwide assembly. During that as-
sembly, the intervention students described their own harassment ex-
periences and invited other students to do the same. During the rest 
of the school year, the intervention students participated in a number 
of follow- up events (e.g., morning announcements, posters around the 
school, and wristbands) to reinforce the association between the in-
tervention students and anti- harassment messages. We then assessed 
the effect of being connected to these intervention students on norm 
perceptions and harassment behaviors through the school year. We 
found that students with more social connections to intervention stu-
dents had more positive prescriptive norm perceptions (beliefs about 
what other students considered acceptable or unacceptable behavior) 
over the school year, but having social connections to intervention stu-
dents did not change personal beliefs about peer harassment. Impor-
tantly, peer- harassment- related behaviors (assessed through disciplinary 
records, teacher evaluations, and an intervention- generated behavior) 
decreased among students with more social connections to intervention 
students.32 Additionally, students with social connections to especially 
well- respected intervention students (who were disproportionately 
male) had more positive perceived norms and fewer peer harassment 
behaviors.33 These findings support the idea that students’ norm percep-
tions and behaviors are influenced in particular by highly visible (social 
referent) group members and dependent on patterns of interaction in 
the school. Changes in the behaviors of high- profile group members can 
influence the nature of student culture.

In the second intervention program, we worked with fifty- six pub-
lic middle schools in New Jersey. Half of the schools were randomly 
assigned to receive the intervention, and in each of these schools, we 
selected a group of students representing 15 percent of the school popu-
lation to participate in the intervention program. We randomly assigned 
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50 percent of that group to be invited to participate in the anti- conflict 
program as intervention students. Within each treatment group at each 
school, a proportion were social referent students (in the top 10 percent 
of their school in connections reported by other students). In contrast 
to the first study, where all intervention students were social referent 
students, in this study the proportion of social referent students varied 
randomly by school, allowing us to test the effect of the proportion of 
social referent students on outcomes.

The program consisted of ten meetings of activities and discussions 
with the selected students from November to May of the school year in 
the twenty- eight intervention schools. Treatment students were encour-
aged to become the public face of opposition to these types of conflict. 
The ninth of the ten meetings at each treatment school was the culmi-
nating event of the intervention. The intervention model was similar to 
a grassroots campaign in which the treatment students took the lead 
in identifying the peer harassment issues at their school and generat-
ing responses to them. The intervention did not include an educational 
or persuasive unit regarding adult- defined problems at their school. To 
maintain a standardized intervention, the research assistants followed 
the same semistructured scripts and activity guides.

At the school level, we found that the intervention reduced disciplin-
ary reports of peer conflict by 25 percent and that this effect varied by 
the proportion of social referent students in the intervention group. 
For example, when 20 percent of the students in the group were social 
referent students, disciplinary reports of peer conflict declined by up 
to 60 percent, demonstrating that particular group members are able 
to shift patterns of behavior in a group. At the individual level, those 
with a social connection to a social referent intervention student had 
less negative perceived norms. Again, patterns of interaction between 
students help us understand how behavior and norm perceptions spread 
in a group, and behavior change among high- profile students can lead to 
schoolwide culture and behavior changes.

Summary and Implications

The concept of culture suffers from both theoretical and methodological 
disagreement about what it is and how to measure it. This challenge is 
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evident for scholars and practitioners who seek to understand cultures 
of peer harassment among students. I propose that we use a perspec-
tive on culture within schools that focuses on student perceptions of 
the norms of peer harassment and peer support behaviors among other 
students at the school and that assumes that cultures are produced 
through patterned interaction between group members. Interactions 
between individuals and patterns of interaction in groups are necessar-
ily complex and dynamic. This approach to culture does not solve many 
of the important questions about group dynamics and the relationship 
between perceptions and behavior, but it does provide a starting point 
from which to ask different types of questions and pay attention to dif-
ferent forms of evidence.

Future research can take up some of the questions this approach 
raises. For example, what are the conditions that give rise to alignment 
between personal experiences and norm perceptions, and what are the 
consequences of such alignment? Is there a linear relationship between 
the extent of sharing of perceived norms among students and how con-
sistently students comply with the norm, and does the form of this re-
lationship vary by different types of peer harassment behaviors? How 
does social network segregation within a school along social identity 
lines change these processes? How does the larger context of a school 
shape interactions, the formation of norm perceptions, and behavior? 
How do signals about what is valued from adults, both in and outside of 
the school, interact with student- driven culture?

The type of empirical evidence I provide here can help researchers 
and practitioners distinguish between types of peer harassment cultures 
and highlight important questions for future qualitative research on stu-
dent culture in schools. Additionally, we would expect that the condi-
tions that create change in peer harassment behaviors will vary based on 
the nature of the student culture in a school, indicating that this type of 
empirical work can help us decide what type of intervention might be 
most important and effective.

Thinking about how interactions between people and the behavioral 
norms of a group impact behavior can also help us better understand 
very pressing questions about inequalities in experiences within schools 
and other organizations. For example, an interactionist norm account 
can help us understand why some identities might become targeted by 
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peers in a school instead of others; when it becomes widespread that 
boys regularly make comments about how girls look or their dating 
behaviors; how widespread knowledge about and support for different 
gender identities might emerge or fail to emerge in a school; how white 
students in a school might develop a discourse about white privilege 
and antiracist practices or, conversely, white supremacist support; when 
students feel it is acceptable to shame others about their family or how 
expensive their clothes are; and how entrenched or malleable all of these 
peer dynamics are. This type of account also helps us understand so-
cial behavior in schools beyond peer harassment: when do students in 
a school focus on academic achievement, or why might students in a 
school tend to participate in social movements like the Sunrise Move-
ment or the Black Lives Matter movement, while at other schools most 
students eschew such participation? Finally, we might apply this per-
spective beyond schools, to other groups and organizations, to better 
understand what conditions support behaviors that ameliorate forms of 
inequality and injustice, and when they uphold existing injustices.

Notes
 1 Coyle, 2008.
 2 Deal and Peterson, 2016.
 3 Olweus, 2001.
 4 Bruner, 1990.
 5 Espelage et al., 2000; Espelage, 2014.
 6 Brank et al., 2012.
 7 Wang et al., 2013.
 8 Olweus, 1993.
 9 Unnever and Cornell, 2003; Smith and Brain, 2000.
 10 Unnever and Cornell, 2003.
 11 See Olweus, 1993.
 12 Juvonen and Galvan, 2008.
 13 Juvonen and Graham, 2014; see also Salmivalli et al., 1996.
 14 For a review of approaches to the study of culture, see Patterson, 2014.
 15 Fine, 1979.
 16 Fine and Tavory, 2019.
 17 Cialdini et al., 1991; Elster, 2009.
 18 Bradshaw and Waasdorp, 2009; Espelage, 2014.
 19 Mackie, 1996.
 20 See examples of such work by Feld, 1991; Friedkin, 2001; Kitts, 2003; Sgourev, 

2006.
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 21 Shepherd, 2017.
 22 Paluck et al., 2013.
 23 These questions were selected based on previous literature and discussions with 

school administrators about what they saw in their school. I consider each of 
these to be different manifestations of peer harassment, and as such, I combined 
the ten items (reverse- coding the six peer support items) and divided by 10 to cre-
ate a mean perceived norm value (from 0 to 5) for each individual, separately for 
wave 1 and wave 2.

 24 Students were also asked about their positive peer experiences, but I do not con-
sider them here in the interest of simplicity.

 25 Tilly, 1998.
 26 Paluck and Shepherd, 2012; Shepherd and Paluck, 2015; Paluck et al., 2016.
 27 See Callejas and Shepherd (2020) for an alternative network- based measure of 

status in these schools and a discussion of the differences between the measures.
 28 Some subset of these students will also be new, but here I focus on students who 

could not have potentially been at the school the preceding year due to their age. 
This description necessarily conflates younger age and new members, but most 
schools do not have enough older, new members for a sustained analysis. Future 
research should take up this issue.

 29 For example, in school 11, the perceptions of older students from wave 1 to wave 2 
became even more negative than did those of new students; in school 38, percep-
tions among new students became more negative than did perceptions among 
older students, decreasing the gap between the two groups.

 30 See Shepherd and Garip (2021) for further explication of the role of context on 
patterns of interaction.

 31 For example, see Bradshaw and Waasdorp, 2009; Flannery et al., 2016; Juvonen 
and Graham, 2014; Waasdorp et al., 2012.

 32 Paluck and Shepherd, 2012.
 33 Shepherd and Paluck, 2015.
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The Anti- Bullying Myth

Bullying and Aggression in an Inhabited Institution

Brent Harger

Bullying is an inherently social problem that, since the late 1990s, has 
received increased public and academic attention due to high- profile 
school shootings and teen suicides as well as a variety of other nega-
tive effects.1 Despite the social nature of bullying and other forms of 
aggression in schools, early research on these topics often featured indi-
vidualistic framings that provided little insight into the social contexts in 
which these behaviors occur.2 More recent research has addressed these 
shortcomings. The emphasis on social- ecological approaches to under-
standing the “individual, family, peer, school, and community contexts” 
of bullying is particularly useful for sociologists studying this topic and 
is reflected in much of the qualitative research in relation to bullying and 
aggression.3

The shift in academic approaches to bullying and aggression has not 
corresponded to a shift in public perspectives on these topics. Within 
schools, students and teachers are influenced by these public perspec-
tives, sometimes falling back on media stereotypes and individualistic 
views of bullies.4 As a result, bullying and aggression have proven diffi-
cult for schools to address as they respond with individual approaches to 
problems rooted in social interaction and school cultures. Meta- analyses 
of bullying intervention programs demonstrate the lack of efficacy in 
this area, finding relatively few significant changes in schools.5

In this chapter I address the question of why, given the widespread 
focus of bullying and aggression researchers on social contexts, teach-
ers and school staff members would continue to approach these prob-
lems from an individualistic standpoint resulting in individualistic 
attempts at solutions. To answer this question, I draw on inhabited 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Anti- Bullying Myth | 221

institutionalism and school culture approaches to examine ethnographic 
data from two elementary schools. The result is an in- depth look at the 
interactive processes by which students and adults in these schools dealt 
with the cultural myth of bullying, contributing to school cultures in 
which aggressive behaviors were normalized and individualistic defi-
nitions of bullying were preferred. I find that these processes allowed 
both students and adults to define their own behaviors in more favorable 
ways, with aggressive students defining themselves as non- bullies and 
adults claiming the effectiveness of their anti- bullying efforts. From the 
perspective of many in these schools, then, individualized approaches 
to bullying were appropriate because there were very few “bullies” to 
address.

Bullying and Aggression in Inhabited Institutions

Schools have long been of interest to institutional researchers. As Meyer 
notes, education is “a central element in the table of organization of 
society, constructing competencies and helping create professions and 
professionals.”6 Indeed, a crucial question in the rise of new institution-
alism was why schools adopt similar organizational forms when these 
forms do not necessarily meet their functional needs, with Meyer and 
Rowan arguing that these forms increase legitimacy and the chance of 
survival at the cost of internal coordination and control.7 As work along 
these lines developed, researchers frequently used large- scale quantita-
tive studies to examine surface measures of organizational conformity to 
broad cultural “myths” that foster public legitimacy while turning away 
from examinations of the inner workings of organizations.8

In contrast to new institutionalism, recent scholars have examined 
not only the meanings that give organizations like schools legitimacy 
but also the ways that these meanings evolve through social interac-
tion.9 This inhabited institutionalism approach combines institutional 
theory and interactionist sociology, typically using ethnographic meth-
ods to explore the relationships between institutions, interactions, and 
organizations.10 From this perspective, institutions have a double con-
struction in which they “provide the guidelines for social interactions 
(‘construct interactions’), but [they] are also constituted and propelled 
forward by interactions that provide them with force and meaning.”11 As 
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a result, interactions become a central part of a larger mesosociological 
approach in which institutional pressures penetrate organizations but 
“the practical implications and meanings of these institutional pressures 
get worked out in social interactions.”12

The meaning of this institutional pressure and how schools address 
this cultural myth, though, is worked out in social interactions between 
principals, teachers, staff members, and students within schools. Con-
sider, for example, the definition of bullying. Researchers traditionally 
define bullying as repeated exposure to intentionally negative actions 
by one or more individuals in which there is an imbalance of power, 
taking the form of verbal abuse, physical abuse (or attempted physical 
abuse), or indirect abuse through hand gestures, facial expressions, or 
systematically ignoring, excluding, or isolating an individual.13 Within 
schools, though, definitions of bullying often differ from those of re-
searchers as teachers, students, and staff members construct meanings 
that work for them in the context of the school.14

Bullying in School Culture

Schools addressing the cultural myth of bullying, then, do so in a way 
that is informed by their meso- level group culture.15 Gary Alan Fine 
has long explored the creation of culture through small- group interac-
tion.16 He defines culture as “a construction based upon the consensual 
meaning system of members; it comprises the interactional products 
that result from a verbal and behavioral representation of that meaning 
system.”17 Through interaction, then, students and teachers in schools 
create “a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors, and customs shared 
by members of an interacting group to which members refer and that 
they employ as the basis of further interaction.”18 In this way, interac-
tions between and within groups of students and adults contribute to 
the perspectives of the school, which provides meaning for the actions 
of these groups.19

The presence of group cultures in schools demonstrates “how inter-
actions and institutions combine through common recognition and in-
tersubjective experience.”20 Pascoe’s research with high school students 
provides an example of the maintenance of interaction norms within 
school cultures in response to the cultural myth of masculinity. Pascoe 
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describes masculinity as a process in which male students use homo-
phobic epithets like “fag” to insult others and assert their own mascu-
line heterosexual identities.21 Similarly, Klein asserts that “gay bashing” 
is used to police those who fail to meet masculinity expectations in 
schools, sometimes leading to violent responses by those who feel they 
need to prove their manhood.22 For boys, verbal attacks on sexual-
ity have been found to provoke stronger reactions than even physical 
abuse.23

These behaviors are normalized within the broader school culture not 
only by their frequency among students but also by the practices of the 
school itself. Pascoe states, “School ceremonies and authorities encour-
aged, engaged in, and reproduced the centrality of repudiation processes 
to adolescent masculinity.”24 Teachers contributed to the normalization 
of these behaviors by not intervening and, in some cases, by engaging in 
these behaviors themselves.25 Indeed, recent research conducted in two 
middle schools argues that the norms that govern interactions between 
teachers are communicated to students through day- to- day interactions 
at school, setting unofficial standards for student behaviors that mirror 
those between adults.26

Approaching bullying from the perspective of school cultures also 
demonstrates the need for a broader focus on aggression in schools. For 
example, Finkelhor et al. note that Olweus’s definition of bullying ex-
cludes peer aggression that occurs only once or between equals and that 
power imbalance is difficult to define and varies by context.27 In chapter 
8, Callejas argues for a broader definition of bullying that includes in-
terpersonal conflict between students of similar levels of power and sta-
tus, such as friends. Further, Espelage and Swearer argue that behaviors 
outside of this traditional definition “still have serious effects on their 
targets,” and Callejas notes that interpersonal conflict can escalate to seri-
ous antisocial behavior if left unchecked.28 Finally, traditional definitions 
of bullying neglect the roles that students, teachers, and other adults play 
in contributing to the school cultures in which bullying is created and 
sustained.29 As a result, I focus broadly on aggressive behavior, which 
Faris and Felmlee define as “behavior directed toward harming or caus-
ing pain to another, including physical (e.g., hitting, shoving, and kick-
ing), verbal (e.g., name- calling and threats), and indirect aggression (also 
called social or relational aggression). Indirect aggression is defined as 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



224 | Brent Harger

harmful actions perpetrated outside of a victim’s immediate purview, 
such as spreading rumors and ostracism.”30

In this chapter I use inhabited institutionalism and school culture ap-
proaches to examine the ways that students, teachers, and staff members 
in two elementary schools address the cultural myth of bullying. Draw-
ing on conclusions from my previous work, I argue that both the orga-
nizational approaches of the schools and interactional challenges affect 
adults’ responses to bullying and aggression.31 These responses contrib-
ute to school cultures in which aggressive behaviors were normalized 
and individualistic definitions of bullying were preferred, allowing both 
adults and aggressive students to protect themselves from the negative 
perceptions associated with this cultural myth.

Setting and Methods

The data in this chapter are drawn from a study of peer interaction 
among fifth grade students (ten and eleven years old) in two public ele-
mentary schools in the same school district: Hillside and Greenfield.32 
Located in a rural midwestern city of about fifteen thousand people, 
each school provides education for roughly 240 students in kindergarten 
through fifth grade. Students at both schools are largely white and from 
middle-  or working- class families. At Hillside Elementary 98 percent of 
students are white and 30 percent receive free or reduced- price lunches, 
compared to 97 percent and 41 percent at Greenfield Elementary. During 
my data collection there were 45 fifth grade students in two classrooms 
at Hillside and 37 fifth grade students in two classrooms at Greenfield. 
In contrast to middle or high school, elementary school provides a set 
of relatively stable peer relationships for studying aggression. In a typi-
cal middle school, for example, students from a number of elementary 
schools come together for the first time, leading to struggles for social 
status that likely exacerbate aggressive behavior.33 Most of the fifth grad-
ers whom I spent time with for this study, however, had attended school 
together since kindergarten.

During the 2007– 2008 school year I conducted over 430 hours of 
participant observation at the two schools combined. In my observa-
tions I used an interpretive approach, viewing individuals as active 
agents who are influenced by social structures but take an active role 
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in counteracting or modifying these structures.34 Although I observed 
adults primarily in their interactions with students and my ability to 
obtain adult perspectives was largely limited to interviews and brief in-
teractions before school, this limitation did not affect my ability to un-
derstand the roles of both adults and students in constructing a school 
culture through interaction with each other.

The roles that I took on in the schools were similar to those of Thorne, 
who conducted research with fourth and fifth graders.35 In the classroom 
I spent most of my time sitting in the back of the room and observing, 
while I was more involved at lunch and recess and during classes like 
music, physical education, and art. During recess at the schools I twirled 
jump ropes, played basketball, four square, football, and tag, used the 
swings and the slides, and just walked around. My increased involve-
ment at recess aided data collection. Early in my fieldwork I found that 
when observing from outside of student interactions I could see stu-
dents getting angry with each other when playing games like basketball 
or tag, but I could not hear what was being said. Participating in these 
games provided me with a better vantage point while helping set me 
apart from other adults.

Setting myself apart from other adults was a key goal as I modeled 
my interactions with students on Corsaro’s atypical adult and Eder, 
Evans, and Parker’s quiet friend roles.36 In addition to my participation 
in games at recess, students and teachers alike were initially surprised 
when I went to classes like music with the students rather than spend-
ing this time in the teachers’ lounge. When interacting with students I 
typically remained quiet and participated only to the degree necessary 
for acceptance as part of the group. The students demonstrated their 
acceptance of me in a number of ways, such as ensuring that the teach-
ers included me in classroom games and activities, asking me to protect 
objects for them, and teasing me. Students also repeatedly demonstrated 
that they did not view me as an authority figure by participating in be-
havior that could get them in trouble, such as swearing or playfully hit-
ting each other, in my presence but stopping these behaviors when other 
adults walked by. In interviews, several adults also commended me on 
my ability to be accepted by their students.

In addition to participant observation, I interviewed 53 of the 82 fifth 
grade students, all four of the fifth grade teachers, both principals, and 
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four school staff members who were frequently present during lunch 
and recess. Following Eder and Fingerson, the participant observation 
portion of my data collection preceded interviewing and was used to 
ground interview questions and observe communicative norms and pat-
terns while developing a general understanding of the school culture.37 
All fifth grade students were invited to participate in interviews, and 
interviews were completed with all who returned signed parent and stu-
dent informed consent statements. In total, I interviewed 24 of 37 fifth 
grade students at Hillside Elementary and 29 of 45 at Greenfield Elemen-
tary. Student interviews typically lasted for twenty- five to thirty minutes 
and took place during periods of free time approved by the teacher in 
empty classrooms. Adult interviews typically lasted between fifty and 
sixty minutes.

Data from field notes and interview transcripts were analyzed using 
ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data analysis program. In ATLAS.ti I identified 
patterns in the data and searched for negative cases. I looked particu-
larly closely at interactions involving aggressive behaviors, but I was 
also careful to examine the school cultures as a whole and the ways that 
the actions of adults and students affected norms within the schools. 
Because I conducted my observations and interviews in two schools, 
I compared my findings from each, looking for similarities and differ-
ences. The result is an in- depth look at the interactive process by which 
students and adults in these schools dealt with the cultural myth of bul-
lying. In the sections that follow I first explore the approaches of the two 
schools to the cultural myth of bullying and the challenges that adults 
faced when addressing this myth, contributing to the normalization of 
aggressive behavior. I then discuss the ramifications of these challenges 
for the definitions of bullying used by those in the schools and their 
contribution to individualistic definitions of bullying that allowed both 
adults and aggressive students to protect themselves from the negative 
perceptions associated with this cultural myth.

Organizational Approaches to the  
Cultural Myth of Bullying

Although anti- bullying programs were not mandated at the time I stud-
ied Greenfield and Hillside, the school district had adopted a program 
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called CLASS (Connected Learning Assures Successful Students) as a 
preemptive measure to address potential concerns related to account-
ability.38 According to Mrs. Knight, Hillside’s principal, the school 
district adopted the CLASS program as the result of a grant because it 
would allow the district to have something in place that it could point 
to as a model for reform in the event of low student test scores or other 
potential accreditation problems. CLASS was implemented to various 
extents at each school. Its most prominent implementation was through 
Life Skills meetings with the principal at Hillside and through the morn-
ing routine at Greenfield, during which a different group of students 
each day would say, “Don’t forget the Life Goals. Do the right thing, treat 
people right” and then recite the Pledge of Allegiance after the princi-
pal’s morning announcements.

While the CLASS program included school climate and community 
aspects that helped the district deal with external expectations to address 
bullying, Hillside Elementary had also had a peer mediation program 
for the three years preceding my observations. This program, intended 
to reduce conflicts and violence by teaching students how to discuss and 
mediate their disagreements, was the result of a grant through the state 
bar association. Mrs. Knight, Hillside’s principal, believed that the pro-
gram was a success, describing how students responded to problems 
with peers during its implementation: “Last year, I think even if it was a 
situation where they weren’t on the playground and they didn’t have the 
clipboards to get the peer mediator to talk through it, they were kind of 
doing it anyway. You know, they were kind of forgiving each other. Talk-
ing through it and saying, well you know, all the things they had been 
taught, you know.”

Despite Knight’s positive assessment of the program, fifth grade 
teacher Mr. Hanson was less sure of its success: “The bottom line I think 
is that the teachers and the staff, the principals are responsible for taking 
care of problems like that. Uh, if other students can help and so forth, 
you know, that’s okay but I’m not really sure how, how successful or 
how unsuccessful that was, I really don’t know.” These differing opin-
ions highlight the way that meanings are formed through interactions 
in the school culture. It is important to note that as principal, Knight 
may have had a better vantage point on the program’s success or failure 
because she was responsible for handling the conflicts that arise on the 
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playground and in the cafeteria. While the program, and the presence of 
the home- school advisor who ran it, had ended by the time I entered the 
school, Mrs. Knight expressed hope that the students had learned from 
the experience and developed coping mechanisms as a result.

In addition to their different implementations of the CLASS program 
and the former presence of a peer mediation program at Hillside, the 
fifth grade teachers in the two schools also took different approaches to 
discipline. Consistent with inhabited institutionalism, both schools had 
similar rules regarding student behavior, but the meanings of “good” 
behavior adopted by adults differed based on interactions within the 
schools. Students in the fifth grade classes at both schools had developed 
reputations for being disruptive by the end of their fourth grade years. 
While Mrs. Lane at Greenfield Elementary noted that this caused her to 
“set on them harder because of how they were last year,” however, nei-
ther Mr. Erickson nor Mr. Hanson at Hillside reported making similar 
considerations.39 Possibly as a result, students at Greenfield were quieter 
in their classrooms, in the hallways, and when lining up at the end of re-
cess. Further, Mrs. Hunter, one of Greenfield’s supervisors stated that in 
contrast to those at Greenfield, the fifth graders at Hillside were “pretty 
much out of control.”

Crucially, these contrasting approaches to enforcing school rules for 
order and quiet affected adult perceptions of student behavior but not 
the presence of aggressive interactions. I observed a roughly equal num-
ber of aggressive interactions at each school, and the number of interac-
tions that were visibly perceived as negative by one or both participants 
were also roughly equal. Because one or two adults are often responsible 
for overseeing a large number of students, it can be difficult for adults in 
schools to observe student behavior, much less have an accurate gauge 
of peer interactions.40 Below, I detail how adults and students jointly 
maintained a culture that normalized these interactions.

Interactional Challenges to Addressing the Myth
The Disciplinary Process
Although organizational approaches to implementing the CLASS pro-
gram differed between schools, adults at both schools faced the same 
challenges with regard to the disciplinary process that affected their 
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efforts to address the cultural myth of bullying. In the schools that I 
observed, both the ratio of students to adults and students’ efforts to 
hide their behaviors contributed to the fact that adults observed only a 
small number of the total aggressive behaviors that took place and were 
heavily reliant on students to report these interactions. Interpersonal 
relationships played a key role in students’ willingness to do so. Students 
described a willingness to report those who were not their friends and 
an unwillingness to report those who were. Students also sometimes 
used the rules themselves as weapons against each other by report-
ing the rule violations of peers that they disliked, reporting behavior 
against them without mentioning that this behavior was in retaliation 
for something that they had done, and, in some cases, reporting things 
that were entirely fabricated.41 In each case the goal was to negatively 
affect another student through adult action.

The low likelihood of directly observing a behavior combined with 
the fact that students sometimes falsely reported aggressive behav-
iors made adults cautious about relying on a single student report. In 
order to discipline students, then, adults talked to multiple witnesses 
and weighed what each said, constructing a series of likely events. For 
example, when I asked Mrs. Wheeler, a lunch and recess supervisor at 
Hillside, how she dealt with student reports of aggressive behavior, she 
stated, “You just gotta play detective. You just kind of try to dig ’til you 
get to the bottom of it. . . . Like, if you come up and complain about 
somebody else I’ll say okay, you go over there for a little bit while I talk 
to this person . . . and then you might even have to pull other people 
aside. I always say, ‘Who was around? Who’s seen or heard? Who was 
with you?’ Again, they may lie. Who knows? You don’t really know.” 
Mrs. Wheeler also recognized that students might not report the whole 
truth: “They may come to me and say, ‘so and so hit me with the ball.’ 
And I’m like, ‘That is really weird. I can’t imagine that person hittin’ 
’em with the ball.’ Well, that truly did happen but they left the first part 
off that they tripped ’em as they went by.” This detective work was fur-
ther complicated by relationships between students, which influenced 
their responses to adult questioning much like their decisions to report 
behaviors.

Adults’ responses to these reports were strongly influenced by the 
knowledge, beliefs, and expectations that they held about individual 
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students, leading them to punish repeat offenders more harshly than 
others. Mrs. Knight, Hillside’s principal, discussed this in her interview: 
“Usually, in the end the truth will come out. But if it doesn’t, I will tell 
them, ‘I can’t pick your side and I can’t pick your side. Looking at your 
records, you had fifteen [punishments] this year, he’s not had any. I have 
to believe him. Because I have to punish someone.’ ” Other adults also 
mentioned the use of students’ prior behavior. As Mrs. Neely, a recess 
and lunch supervisor at Hillside Elementary, explained, “First- time of-
fenders, depending on what it is, you are kind of more lenient about 
things than the people who are repeatedly in trouble. I mean, I’m not 
one to take recess all the time from somebody, but the repeat offenders, 
I sometimes don’t think twice about making them go stand [for time 
out].” Mr. White, the Greenfield principal, similarly reported consider-
ing a student’s reputation along with what he called the “witness ac-
counts” he gathered through his detective work.

Students with good reputations were frequently called upon by 
adults to act as witnesses, while students with bad reputations were 
accused more frequently and could be used as scapegoats for others. 
For example, Sandy argued Mike “sorta has, not a bad reputation, but 
people know that he can get in trouble really easy. And so, if something 
comes up, then they’re just like, ‘Mike did it.’ ” Brian, who regularly 
teased, chased, and pushed others, reported being wrongly accused be-
cause of his reputation: “I know I’ve got told on for throwing a ball and 
I didn’t throw it, and it hit somebody.” Consistent with inhabited insti-
tutionalism, these examples show the importance of social interactions 
between students and adults in developing school cultures. In both, the 
reliance of adults on student reports gave students a large amount of 
influence over the disciplinary procedures and allowed them to pro-
tect some students while using the rules themselves as weapons against 
others.

The Frequency of Aggression

The challenges that adults faced when making disciplinary decisions would 
have been easier to deal with if aggressive behavior was infrequent. Instead, 
it was a near constant presence in my observations. This placed adults in a 
difficult position since most aggressive behavior violated school rules, but 
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sending students to the office for every occurrence they observed would 
have resulted in nearly empty classrooms and investigating every report 
would have taken up all of their time. Instead, adults attempted to interpret 
the meaning of each interaction for the participants, exemplifying the way 
that institutions “provide the guidelines for social interactions (‘construct 
interactions’), but [they] are also constituted and propelled forward by 
interactions that provide them with force and meaning.”42 For example, in 
one instance I wrote in my field notes that Jared jumped on Brad and pulled 
him down to the ground before running away. Brad chased him, pulling 
on Jared’s shirt. Mrs. Wheeler, who observed the interaction between these 
two friends, said, “You better be playing!”

Adults also sometimes intervened to stop aggressive behaviors be-
tween friends that they felt were getting out of hand without punishing 
the students involved, as the following field note demonstrates:

At the beginning of recess some of the girls decided that they were going 
to play American Idol and Joanna, Brittney, and Emily were the judges, 
with Chelsea starting out as the contestant and Jody and Joel waiting for 
a turn. Chelsea started by pretending to sing a bad rendition of a Carrie 
Underwood song. Later, she pretended to be a contestant who was mad 
at the judges and had to have security called, playfully attacking Joanna 
and hitting her. The aide in the room said “Chelsea. Chelsea! Chelsea, 
stop!” and Chelsea stopped. The aide said that they needed to settle down.

In these examples, the adults recognized that aggression can be used 
between friends, but they also reinforced the idea that these behaviors 
are an accepted part of the school culture.

The willingness of adults to overlook aggression within friendship 
groups had negative effects for some students because aggression within 
friendship groups was not distributed equally. Callejas, in chapter 8, high-
lights that conflict with friends is positively associated with social status 
throughout the school year for middle school boys. My own data support 
this. In one popular peer group, for example, a core group of three friends 
frequently interacted with two marginal members. This core group used 
aggression against the marginal members to reinforce the boundaries of 
their group and maintain their own status, while the marginal members 
could not respond in kind because of their lower status.
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For example, near the end of the school year students took a field 
trip to the local middle school for a presentation about the school’s fine 
arts program, which included band, orchestra, and choir, so that stu-
dents could consider the groups that they might be interested in join-
ing when they attended middle school in the fall. On the bus, I noted, 
“Brad and Joel were sitting next to each other. Brad said he wasn’t going 
to be friends with Joel next year because it will hurt his image, then he 
moved up a row and sat by Dustin and Jared. Joel moved next to Ben, 
who told him to move away but he didn’t. After this, they talked to Joel 
like normal.” Regardless of how Joel felt in this situation, as a student on 
the margins of the group his only options were to accept this treatment 
or to limit his interactions to lower- status students. The two marginal 
members did, however, direct aggression at each other. As a result, those 
on the margins of this group were the targets of much more aggression 
than those at the core of the group.43

In addition to the acceptance of aggressive behaviors as a part of the 
school culture, adults’ interpretations of whether these behaviors neces-
sitated disciplinary action sometimes differed from those of students. 
When students reported aggressive behaviors to adults, then, they had 
to contend with the possibility that the adults would not treat their re-
ports seriously. Adults noted that the interactions that were reported 
were not always the ones they felt were most important to deal with, 
especially given the time required to “play detective,” and sometimes 
discouraged telling on others unless they had done something “really 
bad.” In her interview, Hillside principal Mrs. Winter mentioned that 
“kids seem to tattle on the trivial stuff and then sometimes when it’s the 
bigger stuff we don’t know it. We had a little boy here who was Black 
and someone was calling him ‘nigger.’ I want to know this.” By dedicat-
ing their time to investigating student reports of “trivial stuff,” adults 
believed they would have less time to deal with issues that were truly 
important. Paradoxically, the reluctance of adults to investigate these re-
ports may have reduced the likelihood that students would report more 
serious issues.

The messages of adults reinforced student- held beliefs against “tat-
tling,” a label that was typically applied to those who adhered more 
closely to formal school rules. For example, Jim said, “I don’t like bein’ a 
tattletale and stuff, and telling on somethin’ that’s not really that big of a 
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deal.” Similarly, Leann defined tattlers as those who see “little things that 
are like no problem, not going to be a problem, but you go and tell any-
way.” Like Mrs. Winter’s statement against “trivial stuff,” though, labeling 
those who reported “little things” as “tattletales” likely contributed to the 
pressure students faced to avoid reporting any negative interactions.44 
By calling attention to behaviors that were overlooked by others, includ-
ing aggression, tattletales appeared to demonstrate that they were not 
“tough” enough to participate in the normalized school culture of ag-
gression. The need to appear “tough” is also strongly related to norms of 
hegemonic masculinity within schools.45

Definitions of Bullying in the School Culture

The normalization of aggression in these schools is the combined result 
of the institutional pressures faced by adults and the meanings formed 
in the school culture by students, teachers, and staff members. Defining 
those who report “trivial stuff ” or “little things” as tattletales allowed 
those in the schools to downplay aggressive behaviors and view their 
daily interactions as free of major problems. These definitions also 
allowed adults to believe that they were conforming to public expecta-
tions for schools by adequately addressing bullying. This is even clearer 
when considering the ways that the normalization of aggression allowed 
those at Greenfield and Hillside to define bullying.

When asked in interviews what bullying means to them, both stu-
dents and adults provided definitions that were broadly in line with 
aspects of the definitions used by researchers such as Olweus. As shown 
in Figure 11.1, the majority of students and adults included physical and 
verbal components in their definitions of bullying, though students 
were less likely to consistently include these than their adult counter-
parts. Very few students, however, described indirect behaviors like ex-
clusion, repeated behaviors, or a power imbalance between bullies and 
victims. Adults were more likely to mention indirect behaviors and a 
power imbalance, but only three of them mentioned repetitive behavior 
in describing bullying.46

These differences in definitions of bullying also manifested in an un-
certainty among adults about the behaviors of students in their schools. 
In response to an interview question asking whether there were any 
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bullies in fifth grade in their school, the majority of students stated that 
there were, with about a third stating that there were not. Like their defi-
nitions of bullying, these statements were consistent between males and 
females and the two schools. In contrast to students, only three adults 
were sure that bullying occurred among fifth graders, with three stat-
ing that there were only minor issues with bullying in their school as a 
whole. Notably, some adults stated that they thought bullying was worse 
in some grades than others, but they disagreed as to where it was worse. 
Mr. White and Mrs. Lane at Greenfield stated that bullying was more 
overt among fifth graders. Also at Greenfield, Mrs. Hunter stated that 
she thought it was worse in lower grades, while Mrs. Adrian thought 
bullying was more prevalent in higher grades. That four adults in the 
same school would have such different perceptions of bullying is likely 
connected to the different definition applied by each.

Teachers at Hillside Elementary were more consistent in their an-
swers, stating that they largely did not know how prevalent bullying 
was. Mr. Erickson and Mr. Hanson, Hillside’s fifth grade teachers, noted 
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that students are adept at hiding information from their teachers, with 
Mr. Hanson stating that a teacher is often “the last person to know.” 
Mrs. Knight, Hillside’s principal, noted that it was difficult to determine 
due to the differing perceptions between students, with more sensitive 
students perceiving higher levels of bullying than others. She stated, 
“I would love to believe that it’s not even a percent. It’s probably 90. 
These kids probably feel bullied.” Like Mrs. Hunter at Greenfield, Mrs. 
Wheeler at Hillside stated that she thought bullying was more preva-
lent among younger students. Their positions as recess supervisors may 
have provided them with a broader perspective than the teachers, but 
their perceptions may also have been shaped by increased sophistication 
among fifth graders that made bullying harder to identify.

The behaviors of some students also made classification difficult. The 
behaviors of Kathy, a student at Hillside, exemplified this difficulty. Kathy 
frequently bothered others by pushing and arguing while playing sports 
at recess, touching students who were standing near her in the lunch line, 
and kicking those who sat across from her at the lunch table. Kathy was 
also a frequent target of other students who called her “fat,” told her to 
“shut up” and “sit down” in the classroom, and pushed and kicked her 
while playing sports at recess. Mrs. Wheeler tried to make sense of this:

They might have their little things in fifth, but I don’t know if it’s actu-
ally bullying, ’cause the Kathy thing you just kinda gotta take out, ’cause 
I don’t know what all that is, and the things people will do back to her, I 
mean they’re not, I don’t know, you just gotta remove all that because I 
don’t know what all that is. . . . Second grade, there’s flat out two little 
bullies, I mean just always. They started up the other morning, because I 
do breakfast duty as well, seven forty in the morning . . . after each other. 
“Well he said this about my mom,” you know and they’re just bullyin’ 
each other.

From Mrs. Wheeler’s perspective, the clear- cut behaviors of these two 
second graders were easier to define as bullying than a fifth grader who 
did not fit the stereotypical image of a bully or a victim. Students tended 
to interpret Kathy’s behavior depending on their own interactions with 
her, demonstrating the way that even supposedly clear behaviors like 
pushing could be interpreted differently by different students.
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The Influence of Person- Centered Views

The fact that the definitions of students and adults in these schools 
shared elements with those of researchers did not mean that these defi-
nitions were applied evenly in the context of actual school interactions. 
The difficulty that both students and adults had in labeling the behavior 
of students like Kathy demonstrates just one way that these definitions 
of bullying were “worked out in social interactions” and affected the 
broader culture in both schools.47 Further, the lack of a common defi-
nition of bullying allowed problematic conceptions of bullying to take 
hold. The stereotype of an older, larger student making life difficult for 
younger students is a part of the cultural milieu in the United States, 
and both students and adults used stereotypes such as these to create 
a person- centered view of bullies. In this view, bullying was seen as a 
dichotomy; an individual either was or was not a bully.

Through this person- centered view, students ignored the continuum 
of behaviors that ranges from bullying to non- bullying and the fact that 
a student might participate in bullying in one instance (e.g., pushing an-
other student in the hallway, insulting someone) and non- bullying in an-
other (e.g., doing well on a math test, joking with friends). Instead, they 
supported a false dichotomy that students either were bullies or were not 
and that a student’s designation was based not on a single interaction but 
on the whole of his or her behaviors. Marshall at Hillside, for example, 
argued that he and his friends “usually, like, pick on kids” but were “prob-
ably not bullies ’cause we usually get As and Bs” and participate in extra-
curricular activities. Moving past this dichotomy allows us to see that 
Kathy was both a bully and a victim, depending on the situation, just as 
Marshall and his friends sometimes bullied others and other times par-
ticipated in Math Bowl or choir.

This false dichotomy was shared by four adults (Mrs. Wheeler and 
Mrs. Knight at Hillside Elementary and Mrs. Scott and Mrs. Hunter at 
Greenfield Elementary). Mrs. Knight, Hillside’s principal, stated that a 
student who was currently in high school whom she considered a bully 
was “mean by nature” and was “born that way.” She noted that students 
such as this are rare and have typically been labeled emotionally dis-
abled. At the time of our interview, Mrs. Knight proclaimed that there 
was only one student at Hillside whom she considered to be a bully:
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He bullies the teacher; he bullies all the other kids. No one else can get 
a word in edgewise. He argues with his teacher. When she’s talking he 
talks over her. He’s at his desk, but then when he sees her pick up the 
telephone he goes back to interrupt. He sees another girl back there so 
he comes back there and starts talking, knocks her out of the way. I have 
one bully in my school right now, that I know of. Um, and I really, even 
as a teacher and being here nineteen years, I really can’t think of five kids 
that I thought were bullies.

In this explanation she relies on the belief that in order for students to be 
considered bullies they must fit her ideal type of being “mean by nature” 
and thus always aggressive.

While those with person- centered views of bullying tended to re-
serve this label for students who fit media stereotypes, those who held 
action- centered views of bullying were more liberal in their usage of the 
term. For example, Mrs. Lane used media depictions to draw contrasts 
between outside perceptions and the reality of student life: “I don’t see 
the old- fashioned bullying like what you’d see on Leave it to Beaver, you 
know, where he gets the black eye . . . it’s more verbal, and it’s subtle.” 
Rather than attempting to identify patterns of behavior, those with 
action- centered definitions stated that bullying could take the form of 
small actions, even between friends. These examples demonstrate that 
one’s definition of bullying can be in line with those of researchers, as 
Mrs. Knight’s is, without the application of this definition following suit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The increased attention paid to bullying in the past two decades, by both 
researchers and the public, places pressure on schools to show that they 
are taking this topic seriously in order to be seen as legitimate.48 If faced 
with questions by parents, both Greenfield and Hillside could point 
to the presence of the CLASS program in the district, which included 
school climate and community elements, as an indication that they were 
doing so. On its own, the presence of this program is an indication of the 
sort of organizational conformity to broad cultural myths that is con-
sistent with new institutional theory.49 However, an understanding of 
the meanings that this program had at Greenfield and Hillside, and the 
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ways that these meanings influenced the schools’ approaches to bully-
ing and aggression, requires an examination of the interactions between 
students, teachers, and staff members that is consistent with inhabited 
institutionalism.50

At both Greenfield and Hillside, the CLASS program provided 
guidelines, but consistent with inhabited institutionalism, these guide-
lines were “propelled forward by interactions that provide them with 
force and meaning.”51 Because neither school provided clear and 
consistent definitions to teachers, students, and other staff members 
about what constituted bullying and how these behaviors should be ad-
dressed, many relied on definitions of bullying that were loosely con-
nected to those used by researchers but that carved out exceptions for 
their own behaviors, including aggressive behaviors. Person- centered 
definitions like those held by Marshall allowed students to consistently 
“pick on kids” while arguing that factors such as grades or extracur-
ricular activities prevented these attacks from being defined as bully-
ing. These definitions also allowed adults in both schools to witness the 
frequent aggression between students while reassuring themselves that 
there were few “true” bullies present. In this way, both schools fulfilled 
Meyer and Rowan’s assertion that “organizations must not only con-
form to myths but must also maintain the appearance that the myths 
actually work.”52

The difficulty that both students and adults had in labeling the behav-
ior of students like Kathy demonstrates just one way that these defini-
tions of bullying were “worked out in social interactions” and affected 
the broader culture in both schools.53 Many of the aggressive interac-
tions that I observed between students met Olweus’s definition of bul-
lying by taking place repeatedly between students in which there was 
an imbalance of power but were not defined as bullying by adults or 
students in the setting.54 Student and adult definitions of bullying, in-
cluding person- centered views, resulted from, and contributed to, this 
normalization. By overlooking transgressions that did not fit their defi-
nitions of bullying and encouraging students to do the same, adults al-
lowed aggression to be used among friends as well as enemies.

While a clear edict against aggressive behavior in general may have 
reduced the frequency of these behaviors, in the absence of this the sheer 
number of these interactions likely made it more difficult for adults to 
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determine which should be addressed and which should not. The abil-
ity of students to hide aggressive behaviors also prevented adults from 
dealing with all of the interactions that were reported to them due to the 
time- consuming detective work that was necessary in the disciplinary 
process. Because of the time and effort involved in pursuing discipline, 
I observed several adults discouraging student reports, contributing to 
the stigmatization of reporting behaviors that were perceived as minor 
while effectively discouraging students from reporting aggressive be-
haviors to adults given the murky lines between acceptable and unac-
ceptable interactions. Here, inhabited institutionalism provides insight 
into the ways that the meanings of aggressive behaviors are worked out 
through social interactions between students and adults.

In this context, and in line with person- centered views of behavior, 
students who were well behaved were perceived as being more trustwor-
thy than others and had a greater influence on the disciplinary decisions 
of adults. Students who were often in trouble, on the other hand, some-
times found themselves accused of and even punished for things that 
they had not done. A reputation as a tattletale was another aspect of the 
school culture that was defined through interactions and could also re-
duce the likelihood that a student’s reports would be taken seriously by 
adults. Furthermore, it is possible that some of the students who were 
known as tattletales were more sensitive to the behaviors that other stu-
dents accepted as the norm, as Mrs. Knight noted.

Because they affected the broader school culture, the normalization 
of aggression and person- centered definitions of bullying affected stu-
dents whether or not they personally held these definitions. Many of the 
students who reported the presence of bullies during interviews did not 
define bullying in this way but relied on those who did (including recess 
supervisors and Hillside’s principal) when reporting negative interac-
tions. As a result, the normalization of these behaviors in both schools 
and the belief by students that their behaviors did not constitute bullying 
because they did not fit their person- centered definitions suggest a need 
for broader views of aggression in schools.

Due to the relatively homogenous nature of Hillside and Greenfield 
and my focus on the broader school culture, this chapter largely sets 
aside the issue of inequality explored by others and given a central role 
in Pascoe’s sociology of bullying.55 As Pascoe notes, “When we call 
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aggressive interactions between young people . . . bullying and ignore 
the messages about inequality (e.g., gender inequality, embedded seri-
ous and joking relationships), we risk divorcing what they are doing 
form larger issues of inequality and sexualized power.”56 Calarco also 
notes that inequalities “hinge on the activation of particular strategies 
of action and the interactive processes by which those strategies of ac-
tion are interpreted and rewarded in institutional settings.”57 Although 
Paulle’s finding that teachers in urban schools frequently let “minor” 
provocations slide suggests that school cultures in other types of schools 
may be similarly constructed, future researchers should apply inhabited 
institutionalism to bullying and aggression in other types of schools.58 
Future researchers should also explore how person- centered definitions 
of bullying and aggression may contribute to racial disparities in school 
discipline.59

The fact that these data were collected more than ten years ago pro-
vides an opportunity for research exploring the ways that increased 
access to communication technologies outside of schools affects the 
interactions of students within them. During my data collection many 
students had cell phones, some had online social networks on sites like 
MySpace, and a few played online games, but the interactions facilitated 
by these technologies outside of school did not typically affect their in- 
school interactions. This was likely a function of both technological ac-
cess and age. Although the age at which kids first have access to these 
technologies has decreased in the intervening years, fifth graders in the 
United States today still appear to be near the transition point for tech-
nology use, with the average child getting his or her first phone at 10.3 
years old and first social media account at 11.4 years old.60 Future re-
search should explore how increased access to smartphones and tablets 
affects the school cultures of preadolescents and how this access inter-
sects with social status and other factors. It is also unknown how virtual 
learning environments affect these findings.

Researchers have long argued that successful anti- bullying programs 
need to address school cultures rather than individuals, yet schools 
such as Greenfield and Hillside continue to approach bullying in in-
dividualistic ways.61 Given the external pressures to address bullying 
that schools and districts face, these findings show how, at least in these 
schools, person- centered definitions of bullying combined with the 
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normalization of aggression allowed both students and adults to define 
their own behaviors in more favorable ways, with aggressive students 
defining themselves as non- bullies and adults claiming the legitimacy 
of their anti- bullying efforts. These benefits came at the expense of stu-
dents who were the consistent targets of aggression by their peers and 
those who may have been more sensitive to aggression (stigmatized as 
tattletales). From the perspective of many at Greenfield and Hillside, 
then, despite widespread aggressive interactions between students, to 
define bullying as an issue to be addressed at the level of school culture 
would have been inconsistent with their belief that there were very few 
“bullies” to address.
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Prevention and Intervention Programs for  
Bullying Perpetration and Victimization

Denise Wilson, Kirsten L. Witherup, and 
Allison Ann Payne

Bullying perpetration and victimization continue to be a public health 
concern in the United States and abroad. Traditional interpersonal bully-
ing (physical, social, and verbal) involves repetitive, unwanted behaviors 
that involve a power imbalance, whether real or perceived, between the 
bully and the victim. In addition to traditional interpersonal bullying, 
bullying has also moved into the realm of cyberspace; cyberbullying has 
been defined as “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the use of 
computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices.”1 A meta- analysis 
of eighty studies reporting bullying prevalence rates among adolescents 
found an average rate of 35 percent for traditional bullying and 15 percent 
for cyberbullying.2 Bullying prevalence estimates have varied widely, 
likely due to differences in measurement.3 For example, beyond the 
actual occurrence, interpersonal bullying and cyberbullying have also 
been associated with a host of other negative outcomes. While some are 
more immediate, such as depression, fighting, school disengagement, 
stunted academic progress, school avoidance and dropping out, and 
suicidal ideations and behaviors, other outcomes associated with bully-
ing occur later in life, including social and psychological maladjustment 
as well as lower occupational stability and success.4 Similarly, research 
has found cyberbullying victimization to be associated with depression, 
low self- esteem, school avoidance, and later mental health and relation-
ship problems.5 Given these negative consequences, prevention and 
intervention programs are crucial to reducing the incidence of bullying 
perpetration and risk of bullying victimization. This chapter reviews the 
evidence base for bullying prevention and intervention programs and 
discusses the most important areas for future research.
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Research Overview

The first prevention program designed to specifically target bullying 
behaviors was developed by Dan Olweus in the mid- 1980s.6 Since 
that time, prevention programs targeting bullying have been on the 
rise and numerous prevention programs have been developed around 
the world to reduce bullying behaviors.7 Despite there being many 
choices of programs to implement,8 the evidence base for the most 
effective programs is limited. Several researchers have conducted 
systematic reviews and meta- analyses to determine what works in 
bullying prevention.9 The results from these studies are mixed, likely 
due to differences in the methodology of both the specific preven-
tion programs and the reviews’ criteria for inclusion.10 For example, 
Nickerson notes difficulty in drawing conclusions due to differences 
in program components, developmental stages at which the program 
is implemented, outcomes evaluated, and settings.11 The overall 
conclusion is that while bullying prevention programs are effec-
tive, reductions in bullying behaviors and victimization have been 
 relatively modest.12 Moreover, the positive effects are often related 
to the attitudes, knowledge, and perceptions surrounding bully-
ing, as compared to actual bullying perpetration and victimization 
behaviors.13

The most rigorous and widely cited14 meta- analysis was conducted 
by Farrington and Ttofi15 in 2009, with a follow- up on the effects of 
specific program components in 2011.16 In the original study, they re-
ported that program implementation, on average, was associated with 
a 20 to 23 percent decrease in bullying perpetration and a 17 to 20 per-
cent decrease in bullying victimization.17 Gaffney, Ttofi, and Farrington 
recently updated the analysis and included additional studies that had 
been published since the original review; they report slightly smaller 
reductions of 19 to 20 percent for bullying perpetration and 15 to 16 per-
cent for bullying victimization.18 Comparable effects were also found in 
another recent meta- analysis that looked specifically at school- based 
programs involving a parent component.19 Therefore, even though the 
effects are moderate, consistent evidence suggests these programs can 
be effective.
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The Whole- School Approach

When examining program structure, the consensus is that whole- school 
approaches that operate at multiple levels and include multiple com-
ponents are the most successful at reducing bullying perpetration and 
victimization.20 Indeed, a pivotal report by the National Academies rec-
ommends taking a multitiered approach similar to the National Research 
Council’s public health model of mental health intervention.21 This 
method includes indicated, selected, universal prevention/intervention 
strategies to reduce bullying behaviors.22 Selective strategies are those 
that specifically target at- risk youth and may be a more intense version 
of a universal strategy, while an indicated approach would be directed 
toward those already engaged in bullying or who have a history of being 
bullied. Most programs to date, however, have taken a universal approach 
that targets all members of the population regardless of their risk for bul-
lying, such as teaching social- emotional lessons to the entire student 
body. The National Academies report concluded that while many of these 
programs have been found to be effective, the results were modest.23 By 
contrast, the National Academies report notes that selective and indi-
cated prevention programs have been found to be effective for various 
youth behaviors, but there are few studies of these types of interventions 
that specifically target bullying.24

Olweus Bullying Prevention Program

The first and likely most well- known whole- school multitier program 
is the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP).25 This program 
builds on four principles based on aggression research to be used at 
the individual, classroom, and school levels. These principles focus 
on establishing a school environment characterized by (1) firm limi-
tations on unacceptable behaviors; (2) consistent application of both 
nonphysical and nonpunitive sanctions for unacceptable behaviors or 
rule violations; (3) involvement, positive interest, and warmth from 
adults; and (4) adults who act as both authorities and positive role 
models.26 Building a positive school climate, improving peer relations, 
and reducing opportunities and rewards for bullying are the main 
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program strategies used to reduce bullying and prevent new bullying 
from occurring.27

Ttofi and Farrington examined the effectiveness in decreasing bully-
ing of sixteen programs that were based on the Olweus model compared 
with twenty- five programs that were not and found programs inspired 
by OBPP to be the most effective models.28 A more recent meta- analysis 
by Gaffney, Farrington, and Ttofi examined the moderating effect of 
four specific bullying programs (including OBPP) on bullying behav-
iors. Their results showed that the OBPP produced the largest effect sizes 
for reductions in bullying perpetration: on average, the OBPP was as-
sociated with a 26 percent reduction in bullying others.29

Olweus and Limber recently reviewed the research that has been 
conducted on the actual program in Norway and the United States.30 
In Norway, the program reduced bullying perpetration by 43 percent 
and bullying victimization by 33 percent. By contrast, early studies con-
ducted in the United States found mixed results, showing some positive 
but also negative and nonsignificant effects. A more recent large- scale 
analysis of the program in Pennsylvania found reductions in bully-
ing perpetration and victimization of about 3 percent.31 A later study 
showed these results were consistent across specific types of bullying 
(i.e., verbal, physical, indirect, and sexual).32 The program was also as-
sociated with an increase in empathy toward bully victims, a decrease 
in willingness to join in bullying of others, and the belief that teachers 
had increased their efforts to address bullying.33 While the magnitude 
of these results is smaller than that in Norway, the authors suggest calls 
to create new approaches to bullying are premature and that the focus 
instead should be on the positive effects and improvement of the school 
climate.

While many support and recommend the OBPP, it is not without lim-
itations. Temko recently conducted a content analysis of the program 
and criticized it for being overly individualistic.34 He concludes that the 
program fails to address why bullying occurs in the first place and ne-
glects the larger social context that produces and reproduces bullying. 
Further, he claims that the 2007 guidebooks and questionnaire are out-
dated and fail to include updates to the research and changes to society 
and culture. For example, just as a strong link exists between overall 
offending and victimization for both adults35 and juveniles,36 there is 
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a correlation between bullying perpetration and victimization.37 How-
ever, the OBPP materials silo students into bully, victim, or bystander 
categories, claiming these roles are fairly stable over time.38 This con-
ceptualization fails to capture the fluid nature of bullying, especially as 
cyberbullying has become a new phenomenon. Temko argues that in 
order to be more successful, the program needs to be updated to include 
the social context that influences individual variations in behavior.39

Social Ecological Framework

Whole- school multitier programs are typically discussed within the 
social ecological theoretical framework. The social ecological model 
embeds individuals within multiple levels of increasingly distal social 
contexts.40 The most proximal context includes personal relationships 
such as with parents and peers, followed by the school and neighbor-
hood, and finally social and cultural norms. Individuals’ outcomes result 
from the complex interplay between individuals and their environments, 
which are further influenced by developmental and contextual periods of 
time.41 Migliaccio also discusses the social ecological approach in chap-
ter 9, highlighting the important role of culture that is often neglected in 
research that solely focuses on individual differences. These important 
moderating factors can shed light on individual differences in bullying 
behaviors. Programs that fail to include peers, families, schools, and the 
broader community are unlikely to make real and lasting changes to 
the prevalence of bullying. The following section discusses research on 
prevention programs guided by the social ecological model.

Individual

The individual is at the center of the social ecological approach, and 
individual differences in program effects may help to explain the overall 
moderate effects that have been found in meta- analyses. In order for 
bullying prevention programs to be effective, they must allow for indi-
vidual differences in response to similar environments. This means that 
even though a whole- school program may be effective in the aggregate, 
there are likely students who would benefit from alternative strategies. 
Divecha and Brackett criticize many bullying prevention programs for 
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omitting the person, claiming that “a program with a singular mecha-
nism of change extrinsic to the child, like those that employ operant 
conditioning, zero- tolerance, or punishment as behavior change levers, 
may be ineffective simply because it fails to acknowledge individual 
differences.”42 For example, the well- established KiVa anti- bullying pro-
gram has been found to be effective in reducing bullying perpetration 
and victimization;43 however, recent analyses have found that program 
effects were moderated by individual characteristics such as gender, 
temperament, and environmental sensitivity.44

Research also suggests that programs should move beyond the pri-
mary focus on consequences and intervention to also highlight the 
promotion of positive skills at the individual level.45 For instance, Hin-
duja and Patchin found that students with higher levels of resilience 
(i.e., the ability to bounce back from adversity) were less likely to re-
port having been bullied, and of those who were bullied, those with 
higher resiliency experienced less academic and emotional disruption 
at school.46 Accordingly, they discuss this need to promote internal 
positive youth development in addition to improving the external en-
vironment and call for a specific emphasis on resilience as a protective 
factor that could help prevent bullying and lessen the impacts on those 
who are bullied.

Parents and Family

Parents and other immediate family members are the most proximal 
influences on the individual. Ttofi and Farrington examined the spe-
cific program and intervention elements to determine what caused the 
greatest reductions in bullying.47 Of the twenty included components, 
parent training/meetings was most strongly correlated with reduc-
tions in bullying perpetration and the third most correlated component 
with reductions in bullying victimization. Huang et al. also discuss the 
importance of parental involvement but note there are few empirical 
investigations of actual effects.48 They conducted a meta- analysis of 
school- based programs that involved a parental component, grouping 
parent involvement into four groups: parent trainings/workshops, writ-
ten information, in- person communication, and home activities that 
involve parents. While the results did not show a difference in effect size 
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based on type of involvement, they did highlight the importance of par-
ent involvement overall.

Axford et al. reviewed the research on school- based programs that 
included a parent component, specifying that these programs typically 
involve parents by providing information and/or holding parent- teacher 
meetings.49 The idea is that through education and support, parents will 
be more likely to inform the school if they suspect their child is being 
bullied and that the provided information will be a resource to help par-
ents intervene at home. They also note the importance of including par-
ents in bullying prevention and intervention components because of the 
established link between negative parenting and bullying behaviors.50

Peers

Although peers are clearly an important part of bullying prevention, 
there is little support for stand- alone peer- led interventions, such as 
peer conflict resolution. The Ttofi and Farrington meta- analysis found 
that peer- oriented strategies such as peer mediation, peer mentoring, 
and encouraging bystander intervention to prevent bullying were associ-
ated with an increase in victimization.51 While peer- led programs often 
fail to decrease bullying, and sometimes even increase both attitudes 
supportive of bullying and bullying behaviors,52 whole- school methods 
show much better outcomes in terms of both misbehavior and academic 
achievement.53 The main difference is the comprehensive nature of 
these approaches, which address not just student behavior but the entire 
school climate as well.54

School

Given that youth spend a large amount of their time in school, that most 
interpersonal bullying occurs on school grounds, and that a strong rela-
tionship exists between school factors and bullying behaviors, it is not 
surprising that the school is the setting for most prevention and inter-
vention programs.55 As mentioned above, whole- school programs that 
reflect a culture of positivity and support have been found to be the 
most successful in reducing bullying. A positive school climate has also 
been associated with other positive outcomes, including lower levels of 
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absenteeism, truancy, dropping out, fear, victimization, substance use, 
aggression, deviance, delinquency, and violence.56

While researchers have linked a positive school climate to lower inci-
dences of bullying, the mediating mechanisms between these variables 
are unclear. In a recent study, Acosta et al. examined whether school 
connectedness, peer attachment, and social skills (i.e., assertion and 
empathy) mediated the relationship between four perceived school cli-
mate variables (i.e., clarity and consistency, teacher support, positive 
peer interactions, and student input) and three types of bullying (i.e., 
physical, emotional, and cyber).57 Generally, they found support for 
their hypothesis that the link between a positive school climate and less 
bullying would be mediated by higher school connection, peer support, 
and social skills.

In a whole- school prevention program, teachers are essential to posi-
tive outcomes.58 They are often the intervention agents in the classroom, 
suggesting success hinges on their ability to implement programs. In 
an evaluation of the OBPP, Goncy et al. found that both high observer- 
rated procedural adherence and quality of delivery were associated with 
increased student responsiveness.59 In addition to successful quality 
implementation of prevention programs, teachers need to be able to 
identify and respond to bullying behaviors. Pas et al. implemented an 
adapted version of the Classroom Check- Up to see whether coaching 
could improve teachers’ detection of bullying, use of preventative strat-
egies, and response to bullying.60 Compared with their control coun-
terparts, intervention teachers were more likely to report responding 
to bullies with referrals to counselors and other staff, to intervene with 
those involved in bullying, and to report that they do not believe other 
adults at school do enough to address bullying. There was no significant 
difference in the detection of bullying.

Such support among teachers— support that facilitates commu-
nication and collaboration between the whole school and wider 
community— lends itself to the implementation of practices that move 
away from traditional discipline measures exemplified by confronta-
tion to those that emphasize restoration and prevention. Among more 
promising contemporary directions for bullying intervention and pre-
vention in schools is restorative justice. As discussed in Hutzell and 
Payne, schools around the world have implemented restorative justice 
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approaches as a reaction to bullying and other incidents of student mis-
conduct.61 These initiatives seek to “restore the relationship between the 
victim and the offender by using the reintegrative shaming techniques 
proposed by Braithwaite,62 as well as forgiveness and reconciliation, to 
reduce incidents of bullying.”63 Through restorative processes, negative 
actions and conflict are transformed into cooperative behaviors.64 Such 
outcomes seek to promote feelings of safety and security among school 
community members and behavioral changes among students. Although 
the implementation of this comprehensive framework will require con-
siderable adjustments across all school levels, the potential for effective 
outcomes for bullying victims, perpetrators, and the school community 
encourages the employment of restorative processes.65 Restorative jus-
tice programs that approach bullying victimization specifically use for-
giveness, reconciliation, and reintegrative shaming techniques proposed 
by Braithwaite66 to restore the relationship between the bully and the 
bully victim.67 Research exploring the impact of these programs finds 
that prevention and intervention efforts developed from this framework 
are meaningful and hold important implications for policy and practice 
aiming to reduce bullying and victimization in schools.68

These whole- school restorative approaches show positive outcomes 
in terms of both misbehavior and academic achievement.69 The impor-
tant factor is the comprehensive nature of these methods, which address 
not just student behavior but the entire school climate as well.70 Studies 
have demonstrated that such an approach will produce positive results 
only when restorative justice values are adopted as a philosophy by the 
entire school community rather than implemented as one practice or 
program.71

Law and Policy

One critical aspect of the broader social context is the laws and poli-
cies associated with bullying. In the United States, all states have 
anti- bullying laws and policies that encourage schools to combat this 
behavior.72 However, the content of these laws varies, and many states 
allow schools the discretion to decide which anti- bullying programs 
to implement. Furthermore, most studies of these policies have been 
limited to content analyses, with only a few studies examining their 
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actual effectiveness.73 Using the 2011 Youth Risk Behavior Surveil-
lance System study, Hatzenbuehler et al. conducted a cross- sectional 
analysis of Department of Education legislative components and their 
effects on student bullying and cyberbullying victimization.74 They 
found that students from states with at least one legislative component 
had a 24 percent reduced odds of reported bullying victimization and 
a 20 percent reduced odds of reported cyberbullying victimization. 
Statement of scope, description of prohibited behaviors, and require-
ments for school districts to develop and implement local policies 
were most consistently associated with reduced odds of being bul-
lied. This study is one of the first to empirically support the beneficial 
effects that legislation can have on lower rates of bullying. While this 
study is important, more research is needed on specific components 
of legislation and the mechanisms that are associated with less bul-
lying. Research is also needed on the effects of policies on bullying 
perpetration.

Cyberbullying

Although many researchers use the social ecological model as a frame-
work for discussing bullying, Divecha and Brackett criticize those who 
fail to include Bronfenbrenner’s reformulation of the model that specifies 
the developing person (discussed above), historical and developmental 
time, and interpersonal relationships.75 A historical component that is 
critical to the discussion of prevention and intervention programs is 
the evolution of cyberbullying. The National Academies report states 
that, second to schools, the online context is likely the most common 
area where bullying occurs.76 Unfortunately, research surrounding the 
effectiveness of cyberbullying interventions is scarce. A recent meta- 
analysis of cyberbullying intervention and prevention programs found 
only twenty- four studies that met inclusion criteria, and the earliest 
study included was published in 2012.77 This suggests that cyberbul-
lying intervention and prevention programs— and the evaluation of 
them— are still in their infancy. Furthermore, the research that has 
been conducted on these programs lacks scientific merit.78 Specifically, 
a systematic review of cyberbullying prevention programs found most 
interventions are “one- time initiatives that lack sustained or integrated 
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programming.”79 Despite this, results were similar to the meta- analysis 
of school- based programs,80 albeit showing smaller effects. Programs 
were associated with an approximate 9 to 15 percent reduction in online 
bullying perpetration and a 14 to 15 percent reduction in online bullying 
victimization.81

One important consideration is whether cyberbullying- specific pre-
vention and intervention programs are necessary or whether programs 
targeting traditional interpersonal bullying can be adapted to target cy-
berbullying as well. In other words, does the setting actually matter? 
Certain characteristics distinguish cyberbullying from traditional bul-
lying, namely anonymity, permanency, lack of supervision, social dis-
semination by others, and an infinite audience. Some believe that due to 
these characteristics, it is necessary to develop programs that specifically 
target cyberbullying,82 while other researchers argue it would be more 
effective to adapt established programs originally created for interper-
sonal bullying.83 Modecki et al. conducted a meta- analysis of prevalence 
rates for both interpersonal bullying and cyberbullying and found a high 
degree of overlap in these behaviors.84 Ultimately, they proposed that 
interventions should focus on behavior rather than a specific setting. 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that some traditional bullying preven-
tion programs, such as OBPP, KiVa, ViSC, NoTrap!, and Cyber- Friendly 
Schools, have successfully reduced cyberbullying.85 Chaux et al. also 
proposed considering whether interventions should take a developmen-
tal approach where traditional bullying is targeted at younger ages, fol-
lowed by an enhanced focus on cyberbullying at older ages, when youth 
are more likely to have access to electronic devices and social media.86 
The National Academies report reinforces this idea, concluding that dif-
ferent types of bullying behaviors may emerge or be more prominent at 
different developmental stages.87

Future Research and Best Practices

Given the number of established programs targeting bullying and their 
moderate success, more research is needed to improve and adapt them 
based on the specific needs of all levels of the social ecological model.88 
The following section highlights the most important areas for future 
research.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:11 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



258 | Wilson, Witherup, and Payne

Cyberbullying

While some argue for cyberbullying- specific prevention programs, the 
consensus seems to be that existing whole- school programs should 
be adapted to target cyberbullying. More importantly, it is likely that 
a developmental approach to targeting cyberbullying is necessary 
since this specific mode of bullying is more common in the teenage 
years when individuals are more likely to own and use electronic 
devices including access to social media sites. The training of teachers 
and school staff is necessary to help them learn how to intervene in 
cyberbullying.89 Moreover, since teachers may not be as helpful in sup-
porting youth in the online context, it is important that social media 
companies become actively involved in the prevention of bullying.90 
Research is needed to document and empirically examine the role 
of online resources and social marketing of bullying prevention and 
intervention campaigns to determine their effectiveness. Finally, fam-
ily factors such as parenting style and parental monitoring of children’s 
internet use are important risk factors for cyberbullying perpetration 
and victimization.91 Parenting influences also differ by factors such as 
socioeconomic status and education, thus research on effective tech-
niques to help parents with various backgrounds monitor internet use 
is needed.

Programs Targeting Similar Behaviors

There is a strong correlation between all forms of bullying and other 
problem behaviors such as aggression, violence, and delinquency.92 
In contrast to bullying, there is a long history of high- quality research 
detailing the strong effectiveness of various aggression and violence pre-
vention programs. While work on these programs has recently expanded 
to look at impacts on bullying, more research (specifically randomized 
controlled trials) is needed to determine whether and how they can 
affect bullying.93 This is particularly important considering the limited 
resources schools face, in terms of both time and finances. A study by 
Gottfredson and Gottfredson reported that, on average, schools are 
using about fourteen strategies or programs to prevent negative behav-
iors and promote a positive school environment.94 Consolidating and 
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integrating programs to create one whole- school multilevel system of 
support that is implemented with fidelity is likely a better approach than 
creating a new program for every new problem that arises. For example, 
Espelage, King, and Colbert reviewed the research on risk and protec-
tive factors of bullying involvement and concluded that many of these 
factors are related to emotional intelligence (EI) and social- emotional 
learning (SEL).95 They further reviewed prevention programs that align 
with the EI and SEL concepts, suggesting that these programs can have 
positive impacts on bullying behavior. Considering the added benefits 
in affecting other related behaviors (e.g., academic performance, mental 
health), they argue this broader approach is likely to be more effective 
than a narrower one focusing specifically on bullying behaviors. More 
research is needed on the ability of SEL programs to prevent and reduce 
bullying behaviors and how these programs can maximize their impacts 
on bullying- specific behaviors.

Most Effective Components

Given that multilevel, whole- school approaches that target various 
aspects of the social ecological framework are recommended, it is 
important to determine which components are most and least effective 
as well as to identify components that may produce negative outcomes.96 
According to the National Academies, there is limited information on 
the specific components of programs that are most effective in reduc-
ing and preventing the incidence of bullying behaviors.97 As mentioned 
above, Ttofi and Farrington attempted to shed light on some of the most 
effective program features in reducing bullying;98 however, critics of this 
analysis suggest that the selected categories lack the required detail to 
determine the true effectiveness of such components.99 In their updated 
review of the 2009 and 2011 studies, Gaffney, Ttofi, and Farrington call 
for a similar analysis of the studies included in their meta- analysis and 
plan to code intervention components in greater detail to more defini-
tively identify what works.100 However, it is important to note that the 
described relationships are correlational, and therefore causal conclu-
sions cannot be inferred from the data. As such, primary studies of 
bullying prevention programs should conduct more in- depth analyses 
of individual program components. For example, Huang et al. note that 
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while parental involvement is often recommended as a component, it is 
rarely subject to empirical investigation.101

Moderators

It is also important to explore how intervention and prevention pro-
gram effectiveness varies by individual and more distal (i.e., school 
and parenting) factors. Research has shown that various risk and 
protective factors are related to involvement in bullying behaviors.102 
Examining whether program effectiveness aligns with these factors is 
paramount in understanding and supporting the overall effectiveness 
of bullying intervention and prevention efforts. For example, while 
some programs are found to be more effective with younger students 
(i.e., below eighth grade),103 others demonstrate a greater impact 
among adolescents.104 Perhaps all bullying intervention and preven-
tion programs (i.e., both interpersonal and cyberbullying) need to 
be adapted to target a particular context in order to be more impact-
ful. That is, as previously discussed, a focus on interpersonal bullying 
at younger ages and cyberbullying in adolescence may be necessary. 
Moreover, in building a foundation of evidence for particular pro-
grams, some studies have found that certain individual characteristics 
are more strongly related to positive outcomes. In two studies of the 
KiVa anti- bullying program, both environmental sensitivity and 
temperament are suggested to be important moderators of program 
effectiveness.105

High- Quality Implementation

Although the process is seldom documented, high- quality program 
implementation is fundamental to success.106 The National Academies 
highlights that regardless of the program of choice, assessing both the 
program itself and the strategies to help administrators and staff engage 
in high- quality implementation are critical to desired outcomes.107 For 
instance, when examining fidelity of implementation of the OBPP in the 
United States, Goncy et al. found that both high observer- rated proce-
dural adherence and quality of delivery were positively associated with 
increased student responsiveness.108
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Research across disciplines consistently shows that implementation 
challenges and problems moderate program effectiveness.109 In a re-
cent review of research on the OBPP, Olweus and Limber document 
common implementation issues including resistance and doubt from 
administration and staff, a focus on simple, short- term solutions, lack 
of preparedness to tackle a comprehensive program, administrative 
turnover, and poor fidelity of implementation.110 These implementation 
issues may vary by location of the school. Schools in more urban, low- 
income areas may not have as many resources, resulting in individual 
differences in bullying outcomes.

Cost- Benefit Analyses

Another important evaluation that is rarely used in relation to bullying 
prevention and intervention programs is cost- benefit analysis.111 A small 
number of cost- benefit analyses have been conducted on the Friends, 
OBPP, and KiVa bullying prevention programs. The studies revealed that 
these programs show promise for cost- effectiveness.112 Additionally, in 
a large- scale cost- benefit evaluation of the OBPP in Pennsylvania, the 
Highmark Foundation found that benefits exceeded costs in relation to 
academic, health care, and societal outcomes.113

It is important to note that bullying intervention and prevention pro-
grams, particularly multilevel, whole- school approaches, are costly to 
implement in terms of both time and finances. While direct program 
costs are easy to calculate, the short-  and particularly long- term benefits 
are more difficult. Future research should continue to examine the costs 
versus benefits of bullying programs, particularly the long- term benefits, 
as providing policy makers and funding agencies with this information 
is crucial to their support and buy- in for initial and continued program 
implementation.

Culture and Context

An important aspect of the social ecological model that is often over-
looked is that individuals are embedded within multiple layers of 
social contexts. Individual characteristics are important in predict-
ing who is more likely to report bullying behaviors, as are the most 
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immediate layers such as family, peers, and the school. However, the 
broader cultural and social contexts of where the program is imple-
mented are also important influences on behavior. When researchers 
generalize about the effects of programs, they ignore cultural and con-
textual differences that are likely to influence outcomes.114 Two main 
areas that are often discussed in this regard are program location and 
stigma- based bullying.

Research has demonstrated that program location matters and that 
not all programs are equally effective in all places without some adapta-
tion to local norms. For example, in an evaluation of intervention and 
prevention program features, Ttofi and Farrington found programs 
implemented in Norway were more successful than those implemented 
in the United States and Canada.115 Gaffney, Farrington, and Ttofi also 
found differences in the effectiveness of programs by country and re-
gion.116 Moreover, research on specific programs has found differences 
in effectiveness by location. For example, the OBPP has been found to 
be more effective in Norway compared with evaluations conducted in 
the United States.117 While the reasons behind these differences are not 
clear, findings suggest that cultural differences are likely an important 
consideration in the development of appropriate strategies and program 
implementation.

Much of the research in this area has looked at individual and rela-
tional aspects of bullying. However, structural- level influences that are 
part of the social ecological model, such as stigma and bias, have been 
largely neglected with regard to bullying research.118 What existing lit-
erature does suggest is that motivations for bullying and a greater likeli-
hood of being victimized may be related to socially devalued identities, 
characteristics, or attributes that are reflected in the social dominance, 
stereotypes, and prejudices that vary by social context.119 The National 
Academies recommended existing interventions should recognize the 
role that stigma- based bullying could play in bullying behaviors.120 In 
response, Earnshaw et al. conducted a systematic review of stigma- based 
bullying interventions, concluding that while such efforts are becoming 
more numerous, they are unevenly distributed across stigmas, location, 
and organization.121 They suggest stigma- based bullying intervention 
programs need to be multicomponent and guided by a theoretical 
framework.
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While it is important not to ignore this type of bullying, evidence 
suggests that stigma may be limited in its explanatory power for victim-
ization. Gardella et al. examined students’ open- ended responses about 
reasons for why they were bullied.122 While these broader social struc-
tural rationales were mentioned, they represented a small number of 
student responses. Thus, one could argue that existing programs could 
be adapted to target stigma- based bullying along with bullying behav-
iors motivated by other reasons.

Conclusion

This chapter provides a review of evidence for traditional interpersonal 
bullying and cyberbullying intervention and prevention programs. 
It also highlights future directions for research— ways to adapt and 
improve upon established programs— guided by the theoretical frame-
work of the social ecological model. Given the negative consequences 
associated with traditional interpersonal bullying and cyberbullying, 
as well as the link between them,123 it is crucial that specific, identi-
fied needs at all levels of the social ecological model are addressed to 
reduce bullying perpetration and victimization. The recommendations 
for future research provided in this chapter with regard to cyberbullying, 
programs that target behaviors similar to those associated with bullying 
(e.g., aggression and violence), the most effective program components, 
moderating factors, the quality of implementation, cost- effectiveness, as 
well as cultural and contextual influences seek to encourage the devel-
opment and implementation of the most effective programs. Moreover, 
with additional research that supports a greater understanding of such 
initiatives, school districts can better manage the strategic use of limited 
school resources as they navigate between education and the widespread 
demand for school safety.
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Understanding Culture to Combat Bullying

A Mixed- Methods Approach

Alicia Raia- Hawrylak

Researchers and school- based practitioners typically use schoolwide 
surveys to measure perceptions of bullying and related aspects of school 
climate. The ability of schools to collect and act upon these critical data 
has depended on access to a quality instrument and sufficient data col-
lection tools and resources, and the presence of staff with necessary data 
literacy and related competencies. Some states have recently invested in 
open- access online dashboards to encourage or even require schools to 
collect school climate data, including items and/or dimensions focused 
on bullying behavior. The requirement to collect school climate and 
bullying data, and provision of tools to do so, promotes access to infor-
mation that can be used to identify problem areas and monitor progress 
in addressing them over time. The data, when compared across and 
within schools, can serve to highlight equity concerns related to unequal 
learning conditions in schools and classrooms. Disproportionate expo-
sure to aggression and victimization is a barrier to learning that can 
limit opportunities for vulnerable groups. Understanding the nature, 
extent, causes, correlates, and consequences of bullying behavior is criti-
cal to closing persistent achievement gaps.

Following a year embedded as a mixed- methods researcher, I was 
surprised to find that the survey data I collected from a high- income 
high school and a low- income high school told a relatively similar 
surface- level story about bullying. At the same time, the lived experi-
ences of aggressive behavior I recorded through ethnographic observa-
tions and interviews at the two schools were anything but similar. In this 
chapter I present a case for the need for mixed- methods approaches to 
the sociological study of bullying and peer interpersonal aggression. I 
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argue that to fully understand and address the cultural factors shaping 
the context for aggression in schools, researchers must take a grounded 
approach to link quantitative patterns to observed interactions and stu-
dent narratives. While tremendous resources are needed to gather quali-
tative data in schools, the mixed- methods approach is necessary for the 
effective measurement and understanding of bullying patterns. Without 
these rich data, it is not possible to implement effective interventions or 
adequately measure progress in combating bullying over time.

Addressing bullying, aggressive behaviors, and the schoolwide orga-
nizational and group- level factors that produce them is essential to the 
pursuit of educational equity. Experiencing bullying, whether subtle or 
overt, diminishes the conditions for learning and has the potential to 
impact individual students in a range of negative ways, as has been well 
documented in the research literature and other chapters in this volume. 
The field of sociology should support effective and targeted efforts to 
combat bullying patterns by developing local understandings of the cul-
tures and norms that produce them. Using qualitative, grounded meth-
odology to further understand quantitative patterns of victimization 
holds tremendous promise for better understanding and intervening to 
reduce peer aggression. By combining an understanding of schoolwide 
victimization patterns from surveys with observations within smaller 
groups, like classrooms, sociologists can paint a detailed picture of the 
process of aggression. This process accounts for ecological levels of 
the school and includes inquiry into the formation and enactment of 
schoolwide culture and classroom idiocultures.1

In 2015, I spent a full year attending classes in two high schools 
in New Jersey alongside students to better understand how patterns 
of bullying and aggressive behavior unfold. I selected a higher in-
come high school, referred to as Hilltop High School, and a lower 
income high school, referred to as Hughes High School, which were 
located about an hour from one another. I attended language arts and 
mathematics classes with students in different ability- level groupings, 
observing the same twenty- nine classrooms for peer interpersonal 
aggressive behavior. Toward the end of the school year, I conducted 
a survey in both schools to measure self- reported victimization, 
peer social norms, and personal investment in academic and social 
goals. These survey data were designed to reflect schoolwide patterns 
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in experiences as well as to capture certain group- level experiences 
through the disaggregation of data by demographic factors and other 
individual factors, such as personal investment in academic success. 
Finally, I conducted in- depth interviews with a sample of the stu-
dents I had observed. These interviews enabled me to probe into the 
process of bullying and aggression further and to zoom in from the 
macro or schoolwide view of bullying from survey data to the small- 
group process in classrooms. Speaking directly with students allowed 
me to connect events I observed to the understandings of individual 
students who experienced them directly. Their narratives uncovered 
less visible patterns of interaction and situated my observations in the 
broader cultural reality they experienced throughout and beyond the 
school day.

The Sociological Study of Bullying

Both within and outside of the field of sociology, much existing bul-
lying research uses cross- sectional survey data to uncover patterns in 
aggression and victimization as they relate to group membership, iden-
tity, and other characteristics. Surveys typically measure bullying or 
aggressive behavior by asking students how frequently they have experi-
enced particular types of aggression, such as verbal, physical, social, or 
cyber. These data reveal the perceptions and experiences of individuals 
at a given point in time, which aggregated can reflect a limited sense of 
the generalized experience of students within a school. The results can 
inform an understanding of differences in patterns of aggression across 
organizations and can also demonstrate differences within them if the 
data can be disaggregated by characteristics such as grade level, gender, 
and race or ethnicity. Yet these data do not uncover local contextual 
factors that shape students’ actions, nor do they unpack how period 
effects or current events, whether local, national, or global, shape pat-
terns over time. Survey data lack specific, key details of interactions, 
such as the relationships of participants and the intentions behind their 
interactions.

Schools, which are typically similar in their design and goals, pro-
vide differential contexts for bullying and aggressive behavior among 
students. Situated in these contexts are specific actors that inhabit them 
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at various times, as students move through schools and graduate. These 
actors interact with, shape, and redefine cultural contexts at the school-
wide level and in small groups, such as classrooms. Their interactions 
lead to differential patterns of bullying both across schools and within 
schools, varying by cohort, social group, classrooms, and other micro 
contexts within the school building. This points to the need that Shep-
herd identified in chapter 10 to develop “a process account of culture,” 
illustrating how the interactions of students are critically shaped by their 
local educational contexts. Local cultures must be studied through re-
search protocols accounting for these processes at both the organiza-
tional and group levels, in order to effectively address bullying.

Qualitative methods are essential to understanding the content, pro-
cess, and social significance of aggressive student interactions, while pro-
viding clues to their causes and implications. Observations account for the 
potential self- selection bias and timing bias of students taking a voluntary, 
cross- sectional survey. Ethnography allows for rich description and re-
veals variation in patterns over time. Interviews facilitate personal narra-
tion and sense making of events by respondents. In addition, combining 
the use of quantitative survey methodology with observations and inter-
views enables sociologists to understand the formation and enactment of 
cultural norms across levels of the school organization. A few examples 
of existing sociological work have begun to demonstrate the benefits 
of incorporating quantitative methods as part of a mixed- methods ap-
proach to exploring how school culture informs students’ experiences of 
aggression.2

All forms of interpersonal aggressive behavior vary in their motiva-
tion and consequences; the relationships between actors vary as well. 
The very definition of any of these behaviors as “bullying” in a legal 
sense or under school policy depends on how these behaviors fit within 
a hierarchy, or power differential, and whether the behavior was part of a 
repeated pattern. Mandated reporting and investigations of harassment, 
intimidation, and bullying lead to the aggregation of qualitative bully-
ing data in states such as New Jersey, but these data represent only those 
cases that rise to the level of reporting. Often this qualification is based 
on the power differential or repetitive nature of incidents, thus excluding 
from the record and study myriad other bullying behaviors and interac-
tions embedded within the local culture.
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The study of bullying alone fails to take account of other forms of 
aggression that do not meet the formal definition. In studying general-
ized aggressive interactions through a mixed- methods approach, it is 
possible to expand beyond the traditional definition of bullying, which 
depicts the behavior as an outcome of individual- level psychological or 
behavioral problems, and to understand these interactions and inter-
vene to prevent them in a way that accounts for context. The typical 
definition of bullying requires a power differential between victim and 
aggressor and that the aggressive behaviors be chronic and repeated.3 
This definition fails to consider those behaviors that are not chronic 
and do not include a power differential but that may be just as harmful 
and disruptive to learning. Mixed- methods approaches that marry self- 
reported victimization rates from surveys with observations can capture 
a wider range of aggressive behaviors and typical conflict in schools.4

I combine survey data, ethnographic observations, and interviews to 
better understand the cultural factors impacting exposure to and en-
gagement in aggressive behaviors at the level of the school, the class-
room, and, to an extent, the individual student. Since the definition of 
bullying varies conceptually and use of the term “bullying” itself can 
suppress or bias self- reporting, I do not specifically measure bullying but 
instead capture a range of aggressive behaviors regardless of the power 
dynamics, content, or frequency with which they occur. I followed 
Donoghue and Raia- Hawrylak by focusing on generalized aggression 
as an alternative to bullying, as it is reported on surveys, observed in 
classrooms, and described in the words of students.5

I use an original research tool called the School Climate Under-
standing and Building Aspirations (SCUBA) Survey, which measures 
the types, frequencies, temporal and spatial locations, relational dy-
namics, and personal traits associated with victimization. To witness 
the grounded process of aggressive interactions and the influence of 
classroom- based idiocultures, and to understand more nuanced varia-
tion in experiences within the same school and across school contexts, 
I conducted ethnographic observations in two high schools across a full 
academic year. I observed general spaces (e.g., cafeterias, hallways) and 
a total of twenty- nine classrooms of varying ability levels, mainly repre-
senting students in the ninth and eleventh grades. I also conducted in- 
depth interviews with two randomly selected students (one classified as 
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male, one female) from each of the classrooms I observed to get a richer 
sense of how culture and behavior norms are understood and enacted 
by individual students.

SCUBA Survey data suggest that self- reported victimization does 
not vary greatly across the two schools studied in terms of the per-
centage of respondents who report experiencing it within the prior 
thirty days. For example, students in both schools were equally likely 
to say that they had been verbally victimized. However, in Hughes, the 
lower- income school, students were much more likely to experience 
victimization in academic classrooms and for the language or content 
of statements to be related to a protected category (e.g., race or gender). 
The students were only slightly more likely to report physical victimiza-
tion in Hughes compared to the higher- income Hilltop High School. 
Yet the nature and content of observed physical forms of victimization 
vary greatly. These incidents include forms of sexual harassment, such 
as unwanted touching; slapping, hitting, or restraining a romantic part-
ner as a form of dating violence; “play fighting” or practice fighting with 
a friend that goes too far; body slamming someone in the hallway as a 
joke or threat; or stabbing a classmate with a pen during instruction. 
The targets of bullying and aggressive behavior vary greatly as well, ac-
cording to the norms that guide the formation of social hierarchies in 
schools and classrooms. For example, norm reinforcement around gen-
der may appear to be an issue from survey data, but observations are 
required to notice that transgender students are particularly vulnerable 
in a given setting. Similarly, various other aspects of student identity 
may be more or less salient as reasons for victimization. Without access 
to complete information about how cultural context shapes the specific 
norms that are enforced among peers, adults may not be able to in-
tervene in the most targeted or appropriate ways. The mixed- methods 
findings, when triangulated to tell a full story, reflect important nu-
ances in the experiences of students and in turn help to support an 
understanding of the causes of aggressive interactions and their im-
pacts. Understanding the causes and correlates of aggressive interac-
tions leads to more efficient prevention and mitigation techniques. In 
addition, understanding the impact of these patterns leads to more ef-
fective resource allocation when it comes to supporting students who 
have been victimized.
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Classrooms and Small- Group Cultures

Current research on bullying does not sufficiently consider variation in 
exposure to aggression among students in the same school context. I 
consider how the schoolwide organizational culture works in concert 
with what I call classroom idiocultures to shape both the context of 
aggressive behaviors and the behaviors themselves. According to Fine 
and Hallett, “Culture is a form of practice, linked to local understand-
ings, everyday interactions, and ongoing social relations . . . culture is 
not merely cognitive, but is revealed in action.”6 I argue that classrooms 
are the primary location where much cultural work occurs, and they 
play a vital role in structuring various interactional micro dynamics, 
and especially aggressive behavior. Fine argues that the small group 
is an understudied yet powerful force in organizing interaction, given 
that “the outcomes that are often attributed to large- scale social forces 
originate within small- scale domains.”7 The role of the small group, or 
classroom, in shaping students’ school- based experiences is also under-
studied relative to bullying behavior. In particular, the extent to which 
academic tracking practices impact how aggressive behavior is expe-
rienced by secondary students has not been adequately considered, 
among other group- level factors.

Within schools, classroom groups quickly develop “routinized inter-
action,” which fosters the socialization of individuals to common stan-
dards and the establishment of communal standards and expectations.8 
In these spaces status processes and identities become concrete, yet 
the norms and values that sustain social hierarchies in classrooms may 
vary.9 To understand how peer interpersonal behaviors are influenced 
and shaped in small groups, particularly classrooms, I employ the con-
cept of small- group idiocultures, or “microcultures that are developed 
from a group’s opening moments and that depend on a shared recogni-
tion of solidified meaning and perspective,” leading to “local cultural 
understandings.”10 Classrooms develop persistent idiocultures that can 
be analyzed efficiently through micro- ethnographic study,11 given the 
time- bounded and predictable nature of the group and its goals. These 
idiocultures are best documented and analyzed through ethnographic 
observation. Clear, unspoken, persistent expectations emerged quickly 
in all of the classrooms I observed, remaining predictable even in the 
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face of members’ absence or replacement. Through observational data 
I explore how norms regarding interpersonal behavior are shaped at 
the organizational level of the school and how they are communicated, 
enacted, and sometimes challenged at the level of the small group in 
classrooms.

The school culture at the organizational level provides overarching 
norms, beliefs, and practices that shape the development of classroom- 
based idiocultures. Classroom- based idiocultures are developed as local 
understandings and shared expectations emerge, particularly as they 
relate to interpersonal behaviors. Students move through a variety of 
classroom- based idiocultures. Within these varying contexts, students 
exercise agency regarding their involvement in aggression, invoking 
their own cultural toolkits12 and the social capital they have developed 
both outside and inside of school. In adhering to or challenging aspects 
of the school organizational culture, norms, or classroom- based idiocul-
tures, individual students may also influence and shape the culture and 
context for aggression. The process by which this interpersonal nego-
tiation takes place can best be understood through the employment of 
mixed- methods approaches.

As part of a mixed- methods approach, youth must be engaged di-
rectly in the measurement and investigation of bullying. Involving stu-
dents in the design of survey instruments and soliciting their feedback 
on the appropriateness of questions and wording, when possible, is a way 
to improve the effectiveness of new and existing instruments. In addi-
tion to collecting quantitative data from all stakeholders (students, staff, 
and families when appropriate), researchers should explore other local 
sources of data indicating patterns of behavior. These include reviewing 
disciplinary data and bullying reports carefully, with the understanding 
that various institutional pressures and other realities may skew report-
ing over time. Qualitative data gathered through ethnographic obser-
vations and in- depth interviews should be used to clarify and further 
articulate patterns observed at the schoolwide level through survey data 
and to elicit the sense making of a diverse group of student respondents. 
Selecting as many students as possible, to represent diverse stakeholder 
groups within the school, will yield the most useful and complete data.

If students have become familiar with an outside researcher dur-
ing extended periods of ethnographic observation, they may be more 
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comfortable and candid in sharing their perspectives and experiences 
related to bullying and aggression. Ideally, researchers will supplement 
quantitative reports and ethnographic observations by conducting it-
erative interviews with students to probe further into patterns revealed 
through quantitative data or observations. Student focus groups may be 
more feasible from a resource perspective, but very careful assignment 
of participants and advanced norm setting are required to create a safe 
space where students can be candid. Observations and interviews can 
help researchers move beyond “what” kind of aggression is occurring to 
better understand who is involved, when it occurs, why it occurs (inten-
tions and targets), and how it occurs.

Interviews with youth about bullying experiences are also essential 
for understanding behavioral adaptations to strict anti- bullying rules 
and laws for a variety of reasons. For example, anti- bullying legislation 
may have unintended effects on how schools and students talk about and 
address aggressive behaviors, which are best revealed and interpreted 
qualitatively.13 Strict rules may increase or suppress reports of bullying 
depending on reporting norms that evolve locally among students and 
adults. As such, bullying reports and other less standardized disciplinary 
data are difficult to compare across schools, or even in the same school 
over time. In addition, the threat of punishment under anti- bullying 
legislation may cause students to adopt more covert strategies to avoid 
detection of bullying behaviors, such as engaging in cyber rather than 
visible forms of aggression in front of supervising adults.14 Students ex-
periencing covert victimization may not receive adequate attention or 
support from adults, and the best way to capture their stories may be 
through interviews about their experiences in a variety of settings or 
digital spaces.

Findings from Mixed- Methods Research on Aggressive Behavior

Survey data from the two schools provided a cross- sectional snapshot 
of the perceptions, attitudes, and experiences during the spring. On the 
surface, victimization rates were similar across the schools. About 39 
percent of students in both schools reported experiencing verbal vic-
timization. Social forms of victimization were the second most reported, 
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with about 27 percent in Hughes and 23 percent in Hilltop indicating it 
occurred at least once. Threats were the next most common in Hughes, 
with 18 percent, where three times more respondents indicated that 
this occurred in the last month compared to Hilltop. Physical victimiza-
tion was reported by 17 percent of students in Hughes compared with 
14 percent in Hilltop. Damage to property is the least likely form of vic-
timization, reported by 9 percent of students in Hughes and 4 percent in 
Hilltop. Students in Hughes are more likely to experience almost all forms 
of cyber victimization compared to Hilltop. Students in Hughes had sig-
nificantly higher scores on a scale measuring victimization of all types.

Comparing the percentages of students who have reported victimiza-
tion is not sufficient to fully understand the nature of behavior and its 
variation at the schoolwide and group levels. While the extent of victim-
ization appears to be similar across the two schools, the severity and du-
ration of interactions falling under these definitions varied extensively 
and systematically between the schools. As I immersed myself in the 
daily classroom observations, I immediately noticed significant and con-
sistent differences in the patterns of overt aggression and victimization. 
The classroom occurrences I witnessed fell into relatively predictable 
and consistent patterns of interaction once the routines, practices, and 
interpersonal dynamics of the group were established. These dispari-
ties impacted the learning conditions and outcomes for students within 
classrooms significantly.

Students in Hughes were more likely to experience victimization in 
classrooms, and it was typically much more visible, severe in nature, 
and sustained and, for those reasons, more disruptive to learning even 
for those uninvolved. For example, while occasional hitting or punch-
ing occurred beyond the supervision of adults in Hilltop classrooms, 
behaviors including hair pulling, smacking, punching, and tripping 
were frequently done in Hughes classrooms in full view of adults and 
with little response. Often these physical forms of victimization result 
in continuing interactions, including provocation and response, which 
escalate until one party or the other backs off. In rare cases, the interac-
tions result in physical fighting, but more often they fizzle out, though 
not before potentially putting all classroom members into a biophysical 
defense state of “fight or flight” that challenges the learning process.15 It 
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is also important to note that in Hilltop, students have access to laptops 
and phones during class time and can engage in covert interpersonal 
interactions using social media as a means to displace visible forms of 
aggression. These less visible interactions are further explained through 
interviewing. In Hughes, cell phones are prohibited in classrooms, and 
related rules are prioritized for enforcement, resulting in more visible 
and disruptive aggressive behaviors.

Connecting schoolwide trends to observations of grounded realities 
uncovered how norms are formed and communicated at the schoolwide 
level and enacted by staff and students within the classroom group. Aca-
demic expectations at the schoolwide level play a role in the develop-
ment of idiocultures in classrooms and in turn influence norms about 
student interaction. In Hughes High School a majority of students (53 
percent) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that the 
school prepares them for college; in Hilltop, 90 percent of students 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. However, students in 
Hughes were equally invested in attitudinal scales related to academic 
goals compared to Hilltop. Students in Hughes were significantly more 
likely to perceive that other students think it is normal or funny to get 
in trouble. Competing norms around the normalcy of getting in trouble 
shaped the context for aggression in content area classes. Observations 
reveal that much visible aggression and victimization behavior was ig-
nored by teachers or met with warnings in Hughes; because the behav-
iors were so frequent and ubiquitous, reacting to every instance would 
take up much of the available class time.

I observed three main elements of school organizational culture and 
classroom- based idiocultures that shape the contexts in which aggres-
sive interactions unfold at both levels. These are the ways academic and 
aspirational norms, disciplinary norms, policies, and informal practices, 
and the unique “everyday practices” or routines emerge among specific 
classroom groups. While it is possible to measure perceptions of aca-
demic culture and discipline at the schoolwide level via survey, these 
data do not reflect how norms and practices related to these factors are 
enacted differently in various spaces, shaping the interactional field for 
bullying behavior in important ways within individual classrooms. For 
example, disciplinary policies may exist in a schoolwide code of conduct 
but may be differentially applied in different classrooms; one teacher 
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may ignore a particular behavior, while another may meet it with a 
harsh, zero- tolerance response. Similarly, while the academic culture 
was not as strong at the organizational level in lower- income Hughes 
High School, there were teachers who fostered a strong motivation to 
learn and succeed among students, regardless of ability level. The ways 
teachers structure time, the norms of playfulness among peers, and 
other predictable patterns of behavior developed and sustained in small 
classroom groups shaped exposure to victimization.

At the classroom level, key factors that further differentiate outcomes 
are academic tracking, the classroom teacher(s), and the student peer 
culture that emerges in a particular group, which can be understood 
and documented only within that specific group. At this time, very little 
research exists on how academic tracking is related to victimization. As 
a function of shared understandings and expectations in classrooms em-
phasizing high academic aspirations, students in these classrooms are 
theoretically most likely to refrain from visible bullying or to strategically 
displace it outside of the classroom. They seek to maximize achievement 
and avoid getting in trouble. Students in lower- tracked classrooms are 
more willing to risk punishment if aggressive behaviors or interactions 
are seen as a gateway to higher social status.16 Research on disciplinary 
climate explores the relationship between students’ schoolwide percep-
tions of fairness and legitimacy and school climate outcomes includ-
ing bullying.17 More mixed- methods or qualitative research is needed 
to document inconsistencies or disparities between real- time observa-
tions in classrooms reflecting which behaviors are ignored and which 
are addressed and the nature of the disciplinary or restorative response. 
Doing so can help hold school leaders accountable for disproportionate 
responses to aggressive behavior and reduce racial disparities in punish-
ment, while also making visible racialized forms of victimization that 
may have gone underreported or unaddressed in some contexts. Inter-
views with students provide a narrative description and sense making 
for how the schoolwide norms around discipline and adult intervention 
are enacted differently not only in the classrooms observed but also in 
other unobserved classrooms attended by that student for comparison.

Qualitative research, when paired with quantitative data or reports, 
helps counter the idea that there are “bad schools” with rampant bully-
ing and better schools where less bullying takes place. Instead, the data 
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reveal the ways in which students have varied experiences depending 
on their classroom assignment and academic tracking. Hilltop High 
School, an organized and well- resourced, academically rigorous school, 
where most students have high academic aspirations, still houses class-
rooms that possess divergent academic and behavioral expectations 
that, in turn, lead to disproportionately high exposure to aggressive be-
havior. In Hughes High School, which is underresourced and generally 
chaotic in terms of behavior, it is less clearly messaged that students are 
expected to achieve academically and attend college at the schoolwide 
level. Yet there are classrooms there in which teachers promote higher 
expectations and less aggressive behavior, even compared to certain set-
tings within Hilltop High School.

The qualitative findings also counter the idea that there are “bad stu-
dents” or “bullies” who act out regardless of contextual factors. Specific 
students whom I observed engaging in aggressive interactions in one 
classroom behaved quite differently in other classrooms. Acknowledg-
ing that student behavior varies according to small- group culture grants 
more agency to students as individual actors with unique cultural rep-
ertoires they can invoke during various points in the school day. It sug-
gests that targeted behavioral interventions, which typically take place at 
the level of individual students whose aggression is most visible, are not 
enough. Instead, interventions should involve examination of both the 
macro-  and micro- level contexts in which problematic behaviors are en-
acted. To fully understand and reduce patterns of aggression in schools, 
the organizational culture, classroom idiocultures, and individual “cul-
tural toolkits” of students must be explored and theorized in concert.

Recommendations and Interventions

Education policy is beginning to move away from anti- bullying 
approaches that simply discourage negative interpersonal behaviors 
to a focus on overall school climate and related learning conditions as 
shaping victimization and other outcomes. The assessment of culture 
and climate at both the organizational and group levels is necessary 
for identifying data- driven needs, but at this time most school climate 
reform efforts rely on cross- sectional, aggregated data to pinpoint areas 
for intervention. Disaggregation of responses by subgroups of students 
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can highlight equity issues, but it is also important to account for the 
process by which engrained culture is informing stakeholder interac-
tions and impacting climate. Sociologists can contribute by creating 
and deploying study designs and metrics that seek to understand how 
culture informs climate at various levels, putting quantitative and quali-
tative data in conversation to reveal common behavioral patterns and 
identify targeted areas of need.

Expanding youth interpersonal behaviors of interest to sociologists 
and others beyond “bullying” to include the full range of youth inter-
personal aggressive behaviors, is a first step to improving our under-
standing of these behaviors and our ability to prevent various forms of 
victimization. Eliminating the term “bullying” from surveys and inter-
views may help sociologists gather data on a wider range of negative 
behaviors, as has been shown to increase reporting compared with tools 
that use the word.18 Observing victimization allows researchers to con-
ceptualize additional analytical categories that do not meet the strict 
definition of bullying but still carry potentially negative consequences 
for involved students. It is important to distinguish between isolated in-
cidents and those that occur ritualistically and are predictable within the 
local culture. More difficult is distinguishing between playful interac-
tions and those that are intentionally harmful, although body language 
and relational dynamics support adults’ abilities to interpret intent and 
follow- up questions or interviews can clarify further.

In this study, analytical categories of aggressive behavior that emerge 
from ethnographic observations include playful and isolated incidents, 
playful and ritualistic incidents, intentionally harmful and isolated inci-
dents, and intentionally harmful and ritualistic incidents. These observa-
tional categories may help distinguish between bullying and conflict and 
to better understand their roots in culture. Assigning incidents or obser-
vations into these categories requires an understanding of how they fit 
in a larger pattern of behavior, through a grounded approach. Providing 
training to teachers and staff members as qualitative researchers with 
a sociological lens reduces the amount of resources necessary to fully 
uncover patterns of aggression and makes it feasible for these practices 
to be scaled in schools. Doing so empowers adults to use observational 
data to interrogate their own presumptions about bullying patterns in 
their school and to guide interventions to prevent specific forms of 
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bullying within different settings in the building. Training school- based 
staff to document interactions as researchers and understand the differ-
ences will also better equip them to address the aggressive behavior with 
students directly and system- wide at the organizational level, depending 
on which patterns emerge.

School staff should be also trained in the use of standardized instru-
ments for collecting qualitative classroom climate data through system-
atic classroom observation protocols. Once these data are collected, they 
must be systematically analyzed to identify needs and plan for evidence- 
based interventions to reduce problematic peer behaviors. A major bar-
rier for most schools is carving out the time needed for leaders to engage 
in data analysis and strategic planning for bullying reduction and school 
climate improvement. Yet the time dedicated to designing and delivering 
instruction will be squandered if the interpersonal conditions for suc-
cessful learning are not in place. Teacher preparation programs should 
focus on the development of educators’ inquiry skills around the collec-
tion and analysis of local data (both quantitative and qualitative) from 
their classrooms. This training would equip educators to gather data to 
understand how everyday dynamics in their classrooms set the context 
for interpersonal behaviors.

By grounding research on aggression in theories related to culture 
and power, sociologists can also uncover how differences in cultural 
background between educators and students may lead to misunder-
standings and disproportionate punishment of students of color. When 
educators become more aware of their own biases and are able to reflect 
on qualitative data that reveal these biases in action, they will be better 
able to understand how their responses to student behaviors are situated 
within a system of oppression. Using data to make educators more aware 
of their biases and reactions to perceived misbehavior could reduce dis-
ciplinary disparities related to aggressive behaviors and foster higher ex-
pectations for all students, which in turn builds a stronger academic and 
aspirational culture and reduces the context for aggression.

Emdin recommends techniques that empower students to participate 
in a dialogue about how to improve their classroom environments, simi-
lar to the use of interviewing or focus groups by researchers.19 Emdin 
terms such dialogue as a “cogen” or cogenerative dialogue to gener-
ate plans for action for improving the classroom and assist in bridging 
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divides between students and teachers, and students of different back-
grounds.20 The “cogen” model may provide a rich source of qualitative 
data for understanding bullying and aggression, guiding interventions, 
and monitoring progress over time.

Interventions to reduce bullying must shift from a punitive approach 
to a more culturally sustaining and restorative approach. Anti- bullying 
legislation frequently focuses on the reduction or prevention of problem 
behaviors, without identifying the root causes of the behaviors or equip-
ping students (and staff) with positive skills or competencies to respond 
to conflict or interact positively with their peers. As the short-  and long- 
term positive outcomes associated with organizational and instructional 
competency- building approaches become better understood,21 schools 
should consider competency- building approaches that also seek to 
create more restorative cultural norms and practices as an alternative 
to harsh discipline. These approaches should be equity informed and 
should involve efforts to build the cultural competence of educators in 
order to reduce disproportionate punishment and avoid perpetuating 
institutional bias toward predominantly white and middle- class behav-
iors. Efforts to build peer interventions and student leadership, as de-
scribed by Shepherd in chapter 10, are also essential for changing the 
organizational and group cultures that shape aggressive behaviors.

Disparities in learning conditions and environments should be re-
garded as a major unaddressed barrier to achieving educational equity 
and access for all students. The current focus on bullying, through re-
search and policy, fails to capture more common forms of interpersonal 
peer aggression. Efforts to reduce aggressive behaviors and improve 
school climate fall short of measuring and understanding cultural fac-
tors that shape climate and conditions for learning. Sociologists must 
be engaged in the problem- solving process related to improving school 
culture and climate in order to fully account for the structural, organi-
zational, and group- level factors that determine opportunities students 
receive in various settings. Sociologically informed systems- level change 
should drive the development of contextually specifically reform efforts, 
with the goals of reducing peer aggression and improving learning op-
portunities for all students.

Education and youth experiences were radically reshaped by events in 
2019 and 2020. The COVID- 19 pandemic and the racial reckoning that 
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followed the George Floyd murder, situated within the intensely divisive 
political rhetoric of the 2020 presidential election, amounted to period 
effects drastically shaping the context and content of youth aggression. 
The sociological lens is particularly important for understanding how 
these events have disrupted and shaped bullying patterns in schools.

While some schools observed an increase in reported bullying in-
cidents during the COVID- 19 pandemic, many recorded a decrease in 
these incidents during the same period. The aggregation of statistics on 
bullying incidents during this time will ultimately shed light on whether 
reported incidents of bullying were different when students were not to-
gether in face- to- face instruction. In this analysis, it will be critical to 
uncover the process by which aggressive attitudes and behaviors occur 
in virtual and hybrid instruction, and this requires in- depth, mixed- 
methods data collection.

Mixed- methods approaches will also be critical to documenting and 
understanding the ways in which youth interpersonal norms and behav-
iors are changing during this transitional and transformative moment 
in education and society at large. The post- COVID- 19 return to “nor-
malcy” and in- person schooling will also likely reset previous social hi-
erarchies, norms, and patterns of behavior in ways that will require new 
forms of assessment and use of varied research methods to adequately 
understand and address the context for victimization.
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Full of Bull

Militarized Capitalism, Education, and Psychologists

Yale R. Magrass and Charles Derber

Bullying has been a means of controlling people, putting them in “their 
place,” for perhaps as long as there have been humans.1 Until about 
twenty years ago, it was dismissed as “normal,” a rite of passage that 
children and adolescents must go through and “get over.” Some endure 
relatively little of it— perhaps they are bullies themselves— and it leaves 
them with little long- term impact. For others, it is a trauma that leaves 
lifelong scars.

Bullying affects people of all ages, but in America children and adoles-
cents are being prepared for a bullying society, which we call militarized 
capitalism, one that needs people who are simultaneously aggressive 
and docile— in other words, bullies and victims. In militarized capital-
ism, institutions and their leaders bully while the young must learn their 
place within a hierarchy— some on top, some on the bottom. Among 
adolescents there will be jockeying for position, with the most success-
ful becoming bullies, the least dominant becoming victims, and others 
in the middle who can bully those below them but are forced to submit 
to those above. Bullying will not end by simply telling people to “Stop 
Bullying!,” just as Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No!” campaign failed to end 
drug addiction. Rather, reducing bullying will require a fundamental 
social transformation— turning away from militarized capitalism, which 
is actually the essence of American society.

We live in a state of militarized capitalism. Capitalism assumes 
competition— winners and losers. Militarism requires violence, aggres-
sion, and submission to authority. Bullying builds these very traits. Psy-
chology is inadequate to understand the cause and power of bullying. 
Indeed, bullying is about power, and psychology hardly has a concept of 
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power. It focuses on individuals, their attitudes, their mental disorders, 
and therapeutic change, and neglects how they are constrained by insti-
tutional imperatives.

The psychological approach to bullying overlooks the root of the 
problem. When children or adults bully, they are responding to the 
norms or incentives of their companies and their militarized society. 
They are not “sick” or maladjusted or “under- socialized”; they are rather 
already well adjusted to the larger system and don’t need therapy to be-
come further adjusted.

Bullying is the means through which the corporate empires were 
built. Carnegie and Rockefeller intimidated and threatened their rival 
capitalists to cede them an ever- larger share of the market. They brought 
in Pinkerton goons to beat striking workers into submission. Workers 
were forced to either sign “yellow dog” contracts and pledge not to join 
unions or be thrown into the street. Similar bullying practices continue 
today. Corporations warn entire communities they will shut down fac-
tories and undermine the local economy if they do not accept low wages 
and minimal regulations. Banks entice consumers to borrow through 
predatory loans and then raise interest rates and threaten foreclosure. 
Through advertising, children and adolescents are told they must have 
the coolest toys and clothes. Otherwise they will not be “with it” but 
instead will be outcasts who deserve to be shunned and bullied.

Capitalism is a ruthlessly competitive system in which all capitalists— 
whether corporations or individual entrepreneurs— have no choice but 
to compete furiously. Karl Marx argued that capitalists who do not com-
pete with the ferocity of sharks, going for the kill, will be destroyed by 
rivals who are committed to the economic battlefield and to winning at 
all costs. This is an economic version of militarism, and it mirrors the 
world of the schoolyard bully— dominate or die.

This systemic competition incentivizes even “nice” capitalists to-
ward bullying workers, consumers, and fellow capitalists. Corporations 
that do not bully workers— by paying low wages and breaking unions 
and constantly bullying those who seek to challenge the power of the 
companies— will typically be at competitive disadvantage with those 
who do, since bullying leads to high corporate profits, as in McDonald’s 
and other fast- food giants, thus attracting more capital from the finan-
cial markets. Investors follow the money, just as sharks follow blood in 
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the water. Corporations that do not bleed their workers by cutting wages 
and benefits— and intimidating those who challenge their degradation— 
will tend to see reduced profits and lose out to their competitors in the 
capital markets. This is a structural reality faced by all capitalists what-
ever their personality— and shows the need to move from a psychologi-
cal paradigm to one focusing on structural imperatives.

There is hope. An anti- bullying movement is developing in parts of 
U.S. society. Even as power and wealth inequalities grow larger, we are 
seeing a revulsion in significant sectors of U.S. society against personal 
bullying, especially among children. In America, a debate is emerging 
over bullying, which may be a reflection of a larger “culture war.” One 
side identifies with a tough great nation with whom nobody dares mess. 
These people fear creating a “wimpy” generation and would want the 
young to learn bullying. On the other side, there is a counterculture that 
emphasizes values of compassion, equality, nonviolence, simple living 
associated with a rejection of consumerism and materialism, and peace, 
as well as harmony with nature. This counterculture has helped nourish 
a strong “anti- bullying” sensibility in parts of the population.

However, the anti- bullying movement appears to be constrained by 
the micro, individual paradigm of bullying that we have critiqued. It 
focuses on personal bullying and mainly seeks conversations and poli-
cies that deal with young people and the schools. Its discourse is largely 
captured by the psychological and therapeutic view of bullying, failing 
to reflect the sociological imagination and our macro paradigm that sees 
bullying as a product of militarism and corporate capitalism. For the 
anti- bullying movement to succeed, it must recognize it is not enough 
to focus on interpersonal bullying, especially among children, but must 
instead challenge the militarized capitalist institutions that nourish 
bullying. The anti- bullying movement must be one to transform all of 
American society, from top to bottom.

Participation in social movements by young people, such as the hun-
dreds of thousands of schoolchildren in the United States who have 
engaged in “climate strikes” by refusing to go to school, points to one 
possible way to build a more meaningful anti- bullying culture. Follow-
ing the example of sixteen- year- old Greta Thunberg, the Swedish teen-
ager who sparked a global student climate movement by going on strike 
outside her own high school, is a symbol of such a possibility. Thunberg, 
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who talks about her Asperger syndrome as an empowering asset, was 
bullied in elementary school. She became isolated and depressed. But 
Thunberg, supported by a Swedish culture that has not embraced mili-
tarized capitalism, began learning about climate change and became to-
tally focused on how the adult generation was, in a sense, bullying her 
own generation into passive acceptance of a violent system attacking 
people and the environment. Sensing that she and her fellow students 
would not live a full or healthy life as the environment declined, Greta 
took power into her own hands. By 2020 she had become a leader of 
millions of schoolchildren who were launching their own school strikes 
and building a “climate justice” movement around the world, focused on 
changing the social system. It is emerging as a global movement that is 
increasingly intersectional, looking at climate change as a result of capi-
talist greed, endless wars, racism, and discrimination. Thunberg talks 
of a system that uses violence against vulnerable and powerless people, 
such as kids like herself who have been bullied, and she sees the solu-
tion not in therapy but in movements to transform society. Thunberg 
and her fellow teenaged activists may not have read C. Wright Mills, but 
they are inspired by the sociological imagination. They may offer the 
best example of how not just to reduce bullying but to save the planet.

Notes
Editor’s Note: For a response to this essay, see chapter 15 by Ann Farrell and Tracy 
Vaillancourt.
 1 Some of the material in this chapter has been drawn from our book Bully Nation 

and several of our published articles and interviews in Truthout, including Derber 
and Magrass, “Trump Card: The Bully Who Exposes Our Bully Nation,” Truthout, 
May 17, 2016, and Mark Karlin, “How Capitalism Fosters Bullying,” Truthout, 
October 16, 2016.
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15

Bullying from a Psychological Perspective

A Response to Magrass and Derber

Ann H. Farrell and Tracy Vaillancourt

As highlighted in the introductory chapters, bullying is examined across 
multiple disciplines, including education, medicine, epidemiology, crim-
inology, social work, and, of relevance to this response, sociology and 
psychology. There are several similarities between sociological and psy-
chological research on this topic. For example, as discussed by Faris and 
Faris in chapter 2, the most recognized definition of bullying includes 
intentionally harmful and repetitive behavior that occurs in the context 
of a power imbalance.1 Although the original definition advanced by 
Olweus centered on more overt aspects of power such as age, size, and 
physical strength, like sociologists, psychologists have expanded the def-
inition of power to include less visible forms, with the most salient one 
being social power. Therefore, contrary to the claim made by Magrass 
and Derber in chapter 14 that psychology does not have a concept of 
power, we argue that not only does psychology have a concept of social 
power, but the understanding of power dynamics is a critical component 
of psychologists’ efforts to investigate and prevent bullying.

The Importance of Social Power

As discussed by Magrass and Derber, social hierarchy is a fundamen-
tal component of human society. Individuals often engage in zero- sum 
competitions for positions at the top of the hierarchy in order to secure 
social power. Sociologists and psychologists share the important value 
placed on social power for understanding bullying. For example, 
findings from Vaillancourt et al.’s seminal psychological study dem-
onstrate the significance of investigating social power by revealing a 
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dual taxonomy of bullying perpetration.2 Using peer nominations, 
Vaillancourt et al. found that all bullies had some degree of explicit 
power, which was achieved through coercive methods that elicited fear, 
compliance, and submission. What differentiated subtypes of bullies 
however was the degree to which they exerted implicit power. Implicit 
power was afforded to bullies who possessed characteristics valued by 
the peer group such as physical attractiveness, wealth, and athleticism. 
Results indicated that it was the mélange of explicit and implicit power 
that engendered peer approval, respect, and admiration (i.e., peer- 
perceived popularity). Vaillancourt et al. found that only a minority 
of perpetrators (less than 10 percent), in contrast to high- status bul-
lies, relied exclusively on explicit power. These bullies were cruel and 
rejected, socially impeded, and psychologically maladjusted. They were 
also low on peer- perceived popularity and were rated much lower on 
admired and desired features. It is worthy to note that it is this minor-
ity group of low- status bullies from whom many of the misconceptions 
about psychological maladjustment are born.3 Moreover, because this 
group is so impaired and so obvious, they garner most of the atten-
tion of the general public and, unfortunately, that of educators as well. 
Considering that only a small fraction of bullies are in fact maladjusted, 
we disagree with the argument made by Magrass and Derber in their 
chapter that psychological bullying research focuses only on mental 
disorders and therapeutic approaches.

Since this publication by Vaillancourt et al.,4 researchers from around 
the world have replicated the strong link between bullying perpetration 
and peer- perceived popularity5 and the role that peer- valued character-
istics play in this association.6 Researchers have also documented the 
challenges of reducing bullying, which center on Vaillancourt et al.’s as-
sertion that it is difficult to persuade individuals to give up their source 
of power. Indeed, because bullying behavior serves a utilitarian purpose, 
it tends to be resistant to the most ardent efforts at curtailing it.7 This 
point is well illustrated by Garandeau et al., who found that the bullies 
most impervious to the effects of their anti- bullying interventions were 
those who wielded the most power in their social group.8 Therefore, we 
agree with Magrass and Derber that interpersonal features of bullying 
along with macro- level institutions that reinforce the utilitarian abuse of 
power must be targeted in order to effectively reduce bullying.
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In sum, psychologists recognize that bullying involves an interaction 
between individuals’ characteristics and their peer group, with social 
power afforded and reinforced by the peer group.9

The Role of Individual Differences

As noted by Magrass and Derber, one area of bullying research in 
psychology that differs considerably from bullying research in sociol-
ogy pertains to the role of individual differences. Some psychologists 
examine whether perpetrators of bullying are likely to possess certain 
temperament or personality traits. The most prominent traits associated 
with bullying perpetration reflect antisocial tendencies characterized by 
exploitativeness and a lack of empathy,10 including specific traits such as 
psychopathy,11 narcissism,12 and Machiavellianism.13

Although Magrass and Derber criticize psychological studies on bul-
lying and personality, psychologists acknowledge that individual differ-
ences are one of many important and interacting factors that contribute 
to bullying. Accordingly, three important caveats should be recognized. 
First, these traits are examined as variations of “normal” personality 
traits rather than pathological personality disorders. For example, indi-
viduals higher on narcissism may be more likely to engage in bullying 
perpetration, but this does not necessarily mean that these individuals 
have narcissistic personality disorder, a clinical disorder that has specific 
features and impairments. Second, these associations do not mean that 
an individual higher on a trait such as narcissism will engage in bully-
ing. Instead, these associations mean that a person with higher levels 
of antisocial traits such as narcissism is more likely to use bullying for 
social power relative to a person with lower levels of narcissism. In con-
trast, an individual with lower levels of narcissism might prefer to use 
prosocial strategies to gain power such as being helpful, at least relative 
to an individual with higher levels of narcissism. Third, these findings 
with personality make sense considering the broader social context of 
that specific individual. To understand the broader social context, Bron-
fenbrenner’s social- ecological theory14 has been a popular framework 
applied to psychological research on bullying.15

Bronfenbrenner’s model recognizes that a child’s development oc-
curs within a series of nested systems, with the most immediate system 
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comprising the child, their characteristics, and their immediate social 
settings (e.g., family, teachers, peers). Applied to bullying, a child is 
more likely to use bullying in a school classroom that has a competi-
tive climate characterized by an asymmetrical distribution of power 
than within a classroom characterized by peer intolerance of bullying 
behavior.16 Indeed, Machiavellianism was more strongly associated 
with bullying perpetration in classrooms with higher prestige norms 
for relational aggression.17 In addition, classrooms with anti- bullying 
norms had bullies who were lower on popularity and victims who were 
more likely to be defended by peers.18 Therefore, social environments 
can affect the expression of underlying traits through the use of bul-
lying, and individual behavior can shape the social norms in a given 
environment.

Complex models that incorporate a social- ecological perspective are 
used increasingly as a framework when examining the range of factors 
that contribute to bullying.19 These complexities have been important 
considerations for bullying interventions. For example, the KiVa bul-
lying prevention program researched by both sociologists and psychol-
ogists focuses on ways of empowering bystanders in a peer group to 
intervene and reduce the social power afforded to perpetrators.20

Moving Forward to Understand and  
Prevent Bullying

We believe that bullying is an individual behavior and a social behav-
ior. Both views of bullying behavior are needed for a comprehensive 
understanding and effective prevention. These goals can be obtained 
through the joint efforts of psychologists and sociologists who can bring 
together their overlapping and unique perspectives. For example, as 
highlighted by Magrass and Derber, we agree that one area that lacks in 
psychological research is a more thorough understanding of structural 
power beyond the school community. Although broader societal fac-
tors are recognized in the macro system of the social- ecological model, 
they are rarely studied in psychological school bullying research. In 
fact, Magrass and Derber discuss the ways that institutions embedded 
within society such as corporations can promote systemic competi-
tion and the abuse of power. As evident throughout the chapters of this 
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book, sociological research is crucial to fully understand how bullying 
can result from inequalities in social, political, cultural, and economic 
structures. It is integral to understand how these structures set every-
day norms that in turn directly or indirectly sanction bullying behavior. 
We also agree with Magrass and Derber that there is hope for bullying 
prevention through youth- led initiatives that promote a culture of com-
passion. Our future is in our children who socialize, learn, and live in 
these very structures. The integration of research from multiple disci-
plines including sociology and psychology is needed along with youth 
participation and leadership to effectively eliminate and prevent bully-
ing in all domains of society.

Notes
 1 Olweus, 1991, 1994.
 2 Vaillancourt et al., 2003.
 3 Vaillancourt et al., 2010.
 4 See Vaillancourt et al., 2003.
 5 De Bruyn et al., 2010; Duffy et al., 2017; Pouwels et al., 2018; Thunfors and Cor-

nell, 2008.
 6 Pouwels et al., 2016; Nelson et al., 2019; Vaillancourt and Hymel, 2006.
 7 Vaillancourt, 2001; Vaillancourt et al., 2003; Vaillancourt et al., 2010; Volk et al., 

2012; Volk et al., 2014.
 8 Garandeau et al., 2014a.
 9 See Vaillancourt et al., 2003 and Vaillancourt et al., 2010.
 10 Book et al., 2012; Caravita et al., 2009.
 11 Fanti and Kimonis, 2012.
 12 Farrell and Vaillancourt, 2020.
 13 Sutton and Keogh, 2000.
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 15 Espelage et al., 2018; Farrell et al., 2020; Merrin et al., 2018; Swearer et al., 2010.
 16 Garandeau et al., 2014b.
 17 Berger and Caravita, 2016.
 18 Romera et al., 2019; Peets et al., 2015.
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