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Abstract: Background: The study of adolescents’” behaviours and attitudes is crucial to define
interventions for the containment of deviance and social discomfort. New ways of social interaction
are crystallising violent behaviours which are moving more than ever on a virtual sphere. Bullying
and cyberbullying share a common behavioural matrix that has been outlined through specific
environmental and individual characteristics. Methods: A survey carried out in Italy in 2019 on a
statistical sample of 3273 students highlighted the influence of several social and individual variables
on deviant phenomena. Risk and protective factors in relation to the probability of involvement
in bullying and cyberbullying have been shown through a bivariate analysis and a binary logistic
regression model. Results: The study shows that presence of stereotypes and social prejudices,
tolerance to violence and high levels of self-esteem have resulted as the main risk factors. On the
other hand, low levels of tolerance related to the consumption of alcohol and drugs, high levels
of trust towards family and friends and being female have been identified as protective factors.
Conclusions: This research confirms the validity of several theories on bullying and cyberbullying
phenomena. Furthermore, it identifies specific risk and protective factors and their influence on
deviant behaviours, with a focus on environmental characteristics which appear as the key field of
work to enhance adolescents” well-being.

Keywords: bullying; cyberbullying; adolescents; social deviance; violent behaviours; psychosocial
factors; social conditioning; stereotypes; self-esteem; survey

1. Introduction and Objectives

In 2014, in Italy, over 50% of adolescents complained of being subjected to violent
actions; in particular, 19.8% of boys and girls between 11 and 19 years old have been
victims of aggressive behaviours both physical and verbal [1]. These behaviours may
trace back to the bullying phenomenon, which includes “aggressive, intentional acts carried
out by a group or an individual repeatedly and overtime against a victim who cannot easily
defend him or herself” ([2], p.48). Bullying acts may happen through physical violence,
social manipulation—indirect bullying—or by damaging relations—relational bullying [3].
The existence of an asymmetric relationship among subjects involved unites these different
forms [4]. The perception of power asymmetry lies at the bottom of the relationship
between victims and bullies, a relation that is characterised by unequal and coercive
power [5].

Bullies and victims are the main categories of the bullying phenomenon, representing
the two opposites in the violent relationship among peers. However, other figures come
abreast of them as the bullies/victims, a mixed category that comprises bullies who have
been victims of bullying [6,7]. Moreover, episodes of violence occur at the presence of
bystanders, who are seen as spectators not directly get involved with bullying act [8].
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Therefore, bullying appears as a multiform relational phenomenon expression of socio-
relational distress which, at school, assumes a group dimension [9]; in particular, bullying
acts represent the most common form of violence among children and adolescents [10].
School, then, is the most critical place where it is possible to study these phenomena and
to realize interventions aimed at prevention of antisocial behaviours. In order to achieve
this policy aim, it is important to intercept the phenomenon at every school level, with a
particular attention to secondary schools where bullying seems to be less perceived by
students. In this way, several studies show that the phenomenon seems to decrease with
age [11]. However, this decrease seems to depend on two reasons. On the one hand,
younger students are more at risk of being victims; on the other, they tend to “perceive
and define behaviour patterns as bullying that originally hadn’t been defined as bullying from the
researchers” ([12], p. 272). Bullying doesn’t express oneself only with the physical presence
of the involved subjects. When aggressive behaviour occurs through technological devices,
it assumes the denomination of cyberbullying [13]. Although internet-mediated bullying
reproduces the bully/victim relationship, cyberbullying has to be considered as “a unigue
phenomenon, distinguished from traditional bullying by a range of factors including the speed
at which information is distributed, permanence of material and availability of victims” [14].
Thus, cyberbullying offers a new virtual space to express violent behaviours, which are
favoured by the anonymity of the Internet [15].

However, scientific literature highlighted that bullying and cyberbullying share a
common behaviour pattern. Deviant and violent behaviours are associated with a series
of individual and social variables which profile both the figures of bully and victim.
Bullies, for instance, adopt aggressive and dominance behaviours [7,16] and have a low
consideration for their victims’ suffering [17]. As Hawker and Boulton claim: “depression
and loneliness emerged as the strongest predictors of peer-reported victimization” ([18], p. 452).
Besides, feelings of insecurity and anxiety are two recurrent elements among victims of
physical, verbal, and indirect bullying [7,19]. In other words, victims are described as
isolated subjects with anxiety and depression problems, that may paradoxically find in
online bullying a place where they revenge themself of offline bullying [20].

Among the psychological variables linked to bullying and cyberbullying phenomena,
the concept of self-esteem (SE) deserves a deepening. Even if “bullying does not seem to be
connected to either very high or especially low (self-reported) SE” ([21], p. 1270), self-perception
provides some significant elements to better understand bullying and cyberbullying phe-
nomena. Egan and Perry consider low self-esteem as a factor that may positively contribute
to victimisation in subjects who have difficulty in claiming their needs and standing up
for themselves during conflicts [22]. If the relation between low levels of self-esteem and
bullying victimisation is widely accepted by literature, the relation between self-esteem
and the perpetration of violent behaviours is still under debate. On the one hand, some au-
thors [23] suggest that bullies have lower self-esteem than children and adolescents who
do not bully. Results show that high self-esteem protects children and adolescents from
involvement in bullying. Therefore, the low SE seems to characterise both victims and
bullies in traditional bullying. This is confirmed also by studies on cyberbullying which
associate “significantly lower levels of self-esteem” to bullies and victims ([24], p. 619). Con-
versely, other studies [25-27] associate violent behaviours to high levels of self-esteem,
arguing that narcissism, which is linked to a high level of self-esteem, leads to aggres-
sive behaviours.

A significant difference between online and offline violent behaviours concerns the
distinction between bullying and cyberbullying perpetrators. Those who have high levels
of self-esteem “are more comfortable with face to face confrontations [ ... | those with low self-
esteem may be drawn to the relative safety and anonymity of the online environment” ([14], p. 258).
Therefore, if the literature provides dissimilar explanatory keys on this aspect, the idea that
Internet-mediated bullying may favour deviant behaviours in subjects with low self-esteem
who find a sort of protection in internet anonymity appears more consolidated.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 1558 3of11

Scientific literature highlights also the role of social variables, like the social status,
social stereotypes and the relation with parents, as predictors of bullying and victimisa-
tion process. Sentse, Kretschmer and Salmivalli carried out significant researches on the
relationship between social status and bullying in terms of peer acceptance and rejections.
The study showed that subjects with low social status become easy targets for bullies,
producing a vicious circle in which “victimisation contributed to lower sociometric status
(lower peer acceptance or higher peer rejection)” ([28], p.672). At the same time, those who
adopt aggressive behaviours may be connected to a high social status. According to Prin-
stein and Cillessen “aggressive adolescents are generally high status, highly visible members of
the social milieu who are not necessarily well-liked” ([29], p. 334). However, social status is
not equally shared among bullies. Following this perspective, Brighi et al. distinguish
between two types of bullies—marginalized and connected—who possess different social
skills and possibilities [30]. Social stereotypes are critical factors in victimization processes.
First of all, stereotypes of race and ethnicity affect the possibility of becoming victims
of bullying. This effect is amplified for students who break the stereotypes “the violation
of racial and ethnic stereotypes may created bullying victimization among racial and ethnic mi-
nority youth” ([31], p. 559). Secondly, stereotyped gender attributions are predictors of
bullying behaviors, especially in the form of homophobic bullying [32]. As mentioned
above, the relationship between children and parents is a strong predictor of both bullying
and victimisation behaviours. Georgiou and Stavrinides show that conflicts with parents
are associated with aggressive behaviours at school [33]. The parenting style and the
relationship’s quality may play a key role in the development or prevention of deviant
behaviours. In particular, an aggressive and absent parenting style foster the participation
in bullying acts, while a high involvement of parents and frequent communication with
children distance the possibility to become bullies [34]. Also, an excessively protective
maternal style may produce insecurity in children in favour of their victimisation [7].

The aim of this work is to study the phenomena of bullying and cyberbullying from a
psychosocial perspective, investigating potential risk and protective factors. We hipothe-
sised that the involvement in violent behaviours has strong links with self-perception and
attitudes towards others at the same time. For this reason we have taken into consideration
simultaneously individual variables, which have been considered relevant by literature,
such as the one of self-esteem, and social variables as parental cultural status, vertical and
horizontal trust, but also the adherence to stereotypes and discriminatory attitudes towards
social diversity. The hypothesis test has been carried out using indicators of tolerance of
bullying and cyberbullying, analysing the adherence to social stereotypies, but also consid-
ering other variables concerning the recognition of violent behaviours, the set of values
owned by respondents, the propensity to alcohol and drugs consumption, the parental
cultural status and the level of trust place in family, friends and teachers.

2. Materials and Methods

This research is based on a survey carried out in Italy during 2019 on a sample of
students attending upper secondary school. Selected schools were located in 12 cities
which are representative of the four main national macro-areas (North-West, North-East,
Center, South). For each city, three schools (one high school, one technical college and one
vocational college, for a total of 36 schools) were randomly selected from the lists of schools
of the Italian Ministry of University and Research (MUR). Within each school sampled,
five classes were randomly selected—one for each year of school. Therefore, the age of
the sample is between 13 and 22 years and the average, which coincides with the modal
value, is 16 years. The resulted sample is representative of Italian students attending the
upper secondary school and amount to a total of 3273 students. The study was carried out
through the submission of an electronic semi-structured questionnaire in the presence of
at least one researcher from the research team. This method has been applied in order to
achieve a high quality of collected data through the electronic questionnaire [35].
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During the data analysis phase, great attention was paid to multiple dimensions of
the phenomenon. Some of these dimensions have been used for the validation of the
hypothesis provided in this article. The indicators used in this work are original. They
have been tested during previous experiences of the working group and subjected to
multidimensional scaling analysis (MSA) when possible in order to verify the dimen-
sionality of the components of the indicators. This analysis, which is considered more
effective than the calculation of known indices (for example by Cronbach’s alpha or Omega
index [36,37]), allows to verify the effective one-dimensional nature of the components
used for the calculation of the Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale. It is well-known in literature,
but it has been also verified in the context of this research to confirm the effectiveness of
the index construction. All the indices presented here are therefore one-dimensional in
origin or preliminarily tested through MDA analysis, otherwise they have not been used.
Specifically, the variables that have been used in this study are as follows:

e  Tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying indicator. This is a dummy variable for the
selection of respondents who were tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying; this is the
target variable of this study because it is an indicator deriving from specific questions
that allow to identify respondents who tolerate bullying and cyberbullying. It is a
selective indicator, which has been built in order to select from the overall sample those
respondents who are at risk to be involved in bullying and cyberbullying, as victims,
perpetrators and bystanders. It should be noted that the choice not to submit a
direct question to unmask the bullying or cyberbullying attitude was determined
by the need to avoid a possible underestimation of the phenomena due to the social
desirability bias. [38,39]. This indicator is a proxy of the involvement in bullying and
cyberbullying roles.

e  Tolerance of violent or discriminatory behaviours and attitudes indicator. It is a
dummy variable for the selection of students who have stated that they are tolerant
of sexting, dating violence, racism and homophobia. Even in this case, as with the
bullying and cyberbullying tolerance indicator, we preferred not to submit a direct
question. Therefore, this indicator is a proxy of the involvement in violent behaviours:

e  Parental cultural status. This variable arises from the data collected on the educational
qualifications of the parents of respondents. An overall variable has been calculated,
starting from the 6 response modes within a range from 1—low parental cultural
status—to 6—high parental cultural status.

e  Recognition of violent behaviours indicator. This indicator was built on the basis of
the occurrence of the recognition of certain forms of violence of both physical and
psychological kind. The indicator has values ranging from 0—absence of violence
recognition—to 7—high degree of violence recognition.

e  Propensity to consumption of alcohol and drugs indicator. This variable summarises
six dummy variables for the selection of respondents who are tolerant towards the
consumption of alcohol and drugs. The values of the indicator range from 0—low
propensity to consume—to 6—high propensity to consume.

Xenophobia indicator. Prejudices linked to Italian geographical differences indicator.
Homophobia indicator.

These are three indicators that follow the same logic of construction. They show
the degree of adherence to stereotypes towards foreigners, populations from different
geographical areas of Italy and homosexuals. A 4-point Likert scale has been used to
measure the agreement of respondents ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
As with many investigations we have conducted previously, we have chosen not to use the
neutral option of the traditional Likert scale. As shown by many studies, we have found
that the presence of this option does not reduce the cases of false answers, but, on the
contrary, increases the number of people who, due to cognitive effort or social desirability,
avoid expressing their opinion [40-43]. All the variables have a variation range between
1—low adherence to stereotypes—and 4—high adherence to stereotypes.
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e  Set of values indicator. This indicator was built through two variables: the first was
linked to activities carried out by respondents during their leisure time, while the
second concerned the importance given by respondents to the values of democracy,
honesty, social participation and culture.

e  Relational trust indicators. These are two distinct indicators. The first summarises
the level of trust that respondents place in their own parents, siblings and friends,
while the second concerns the level of trust placed in school teachers and sport coaches.
The results are two indicators which show 3 different level of trust: low, medium and
high level.

e  Rosenberg self-esteem scale. An indicator derived from the score obtained by the self-
esteem responses (low self-esteem for scores up to 15, healthy self-esteem for scores
between 16 and 25, high self-esteem for scores above 26).

A bivariate analysis has been carried out in order to verify the relation among the
target Indicator of tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying, the abovementioned variables
and other structural variables such as gender, age, citizenship, type of school attended
and the Rosenberg self-esteem scale [44]. Furthermore, this study shows the results of a
binary logistic regression model that uses the target variable to calculate the probability of
belonging to the category at risk of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying based on
certain characteristics.

The model is:

In(OR) = a + byx; 1)

where OR is the Odds Ratio of the target variable, i.e., the ratio between the probability of
belonging to the category at risk of involvement in violent behaviours and its complement
to 1 (therefore a value greater than 1 indicates that the probability of belonging to this
category is greater than the probability of not belonging); 2 and by are the coefficients of
the model; x; is the vector of variables involved in the model. In our case, the vector used
is composed of variables at different levels of measurement. However, they are eligible
in this kind of model. The variables which have been involved in the model 1 are the
following: xenophobia, propensity to consumption of alcohol and drugs, trust towards
parents, siblings and friends, trust towards school teachers and sports coaches, gender,
citizenship, suffered acts of violence, Rosenberg self-esteem scale, tolerance of violent or
discriminatory behaviours and attitudes.

3. Results

On the basis of the abovementioned tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying indicator,
the results show that 7.4% of respondents are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying.
This group of subjects was composed of 81.8% males and 18.2% females. Among them,
39.3% attend a technical college, 36% a vocational college and the remaining 24.8% a high
school. More specifically, the percentage of students who are tolerant of bullying and
cyberbullying rises to 9% among foreigners, while stands at 7.2% among Italians.

If we look at the family background, among respondents with a low level of parental
cultural status, the percentage of students who are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying
increases at 10.3%, while it decreases at 7.8% and 7.2% with medium and high levels of
parental cultural status.

In relation to the self-esteem Rosenberg scale, the percentage of those who tolerate
bullying and cyberbullying among respondents with a low level of self-esteem is 6.7%,
standing at 6.8% among students with a normal level of self-esteem, while it reaches 10.1%
with a high level of self-esteem. Therefore, according to analysed data, as highlighted by
several authors [25-27], we can confirm the relation between the involvement in bullying
and cyberbullying phenomena and high levels of self-esteem among adolescents.

In addition, analysing stereotyped attitudes of students towards foreigners and ho-
mosexuals, as adherence to stereotypes rises, so does the percentage of respondents who
are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying. Indeed, results show a linear trend: among
students with a low level of adherence to xenophobic stereotypes there is a 3.8% of re-
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spondents who are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying; this percentage increases with
a medium and a high level of acceptance of stereotypes, respectively to 6.2% and 11.6%.
Concerning the relation between homophobic stereotypes and tolerance of bullying and
cyberbullying, with a high level of adherence to stereotypes the percentage of tolerance is
12.7%, while with medium e low levels of homophobia it decreases respectively to 4.9%
and 2.8%. Furthermore, the adherence to gender stereotypes confirms this trend: the per-
centage of agreement to the item “at home it is the man who must have the lead” is 18.2%
among students who are tolerant to bullying and cyberbullying; whilst the percentage of
adherence to the item “ It is up to the man to maintain the family” is 13.3% (the survey was
carried out in Italian. To help the reader these two items have been translated into English).
Then, the findings confirm links between stigma and deviant attitudes, which can give rise
to discrimination and violence, as suggested by many authors [32,45,46].

Furthermore, collected data show that tolerance of violent or discriminatory be-
haviours and attitudes is positively related to tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying:
as tolerance of sexting, dating violence, racism and homophobia increases, the acceptance
of bullying and cyberbullying rises. With a high level of tolerance of these variables the
percentage of respondents who are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying is 25.2%, it de-
creases to 6.7% with a medium level of tolerance of violent behaviours, falling to 0% among
respondents with a low level of tolerance of violent behaviours.

On the other hand, the recognition of violent behaviours is inversely related to toler-
ance of bullying and cyberbullying: among respondents with a low level of recognition,
14.8% is tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying. This percentage decreases with medium
and high levels of recognition, respectively to 6% and 3.3%.

Another relevant variable which influence bullying and cyberbullying is the role
of personal values [47,48]. The analysis of the set of values of the students interviewed
reveals that only 3.9% of respondents who give importance to values of democracy, honesty,
social participation and culture, are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying. In particular,
the percentage of respondents embedding the abovementioned set of value is 30.2% with
a low level of tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying, decreasing with medium ad high
levels of tolerance respectively to 23.2% and 12.7%.

Furthermore, as mentioned above, some authors [33,34,49] have found a relation
between the level of trust and attachment that adolescents place in their own parents,
siblings and friends and the involvement in bullying and cyberbullying behaviours. Re-
sults show that with a low level of trust the percentage of tolerant subjects stands at 8.9%.
It decreases as the level of trust increases, settling at 7.1% with a medium level of trust and
at 6.7% among respondents with a high level of trust. On the other hand, regarding levels
of trust in teachers and sport coaches, it shows that with low and medium levels of trust
the percentage of tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying remains stable at 7.6%, while it
decreases to 6.6% of respondents with a high level of trust.

Another relevant consideration concerns victims of bullying and cyberbullying.
The percentage of students who state to have been victims of violent behaviours is 51.4%.
This group of respondents is composed of 51.6% of females and 48.4% males. Among them,
39.6% attend a high school, 29.5% a vocational college and the remaining 30.9% a technical
college. Within this specific group, the percentage of respondents who are tolerant of
bullying and cyberbullying is 6.5% against the 8.3% of respondents among those who
declared to have never been victims of violent behaviours. However, if we take a closer
look at the gender composition of the victims’ group, we notice that the percentage of
males who are tolerant of bullying and cyberbullying rises to 10.3%, while the percentage
of females stands at 3%.

The relationship between victims of bullying and self-esteem has been analysed by
many studies [22,50]. According to them, victims of bullying tend to have lower self-
esteem than non-victims. Concerning the self-esteem Rosenberg scale, results show that
33.3% of victims has a low level of self-esteem against 15% of respondents with a low
level of self-esteem who have never been victim of violence 54.9% of victims has a normal
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level of self-esteem against 57.7% of non-victims having the same level of self-esteem.
The remaining 11.8% of victims has a high level of self-esteem against 27.1% of non-victims.

In order to better analyse the well-being of victims of violent behaviours in terms of
self-esteem, it is necessary to distinguish between physical and virtual violence. Among re-
spondents, 8.7% state to have been victims of cyberbullying against 21.7% who state to
have been victims of physical violence from bullying strategies. Furthermore, looking at
the self-esteem Rosenberg scale, 46.5% of students who were victims of cyberbullying
has a low level of self-esteem against 31.9% of respondents who were victims of physical
violent behaviours. 48.6% of victims of cyberbullying has a normal level of self-esteem
against 55.1% of victims of physical violence from bullying strategies, while the remaining
4.9% of victims of cyberbullying has a high level of self-esteem against 13% of victims
of physical violence. Therefore, as many authors have found out [24], results confirm
the strong relation between cyberbullying victimisation and low level of self-esteem. Fi-
nally, we analysed the feeling of happiness among victims in comparison with the ones
perceived by non-victims. Results show that among victims of physical violence 41.9%
perceive low level of happiness, 42.5% have a medium level of happiness, whilst the re-
maining 15.7% have high levels of happiness. On the other hand, victims of cyberbullying
have lower level of happiness: 50.4% have a low level of happiness, while 34.9% and 14.8%
have respectively medium and high level of happiness. If we look at students who have
never been victim of violence, we notice a higher level of perceived happiness: 26.2%
and 47% have respectively low and medium levels of happiness, while 26.6% have a high
level of happiness. According to scientific literature [7,19], bullying and, to a larger extent,
cyberbullying are linked to the risk of higher levels of unhappiness, dissatisfaction, anxiety
and depression than non-victims.

4. Model

As it was mentioned in the methodology paragraph, a binary logistic model with a
stepwise forward algorithm has been applied to better understand the relation between
the characteristics declared by respondents and the risk of belonging to the category of
subjects at risk of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying. The result is a selection
of those variables which were statistically significant during the data analysis. Figure 1
shows the significant variables with the OR value in parentheses. Results show that with
a low level of tolerance towards foreigners the probability of belonging to the category
at risk of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying increases by more than a third.
In addition, this relation also applies to tolerance of dating violence (there is more than
twice of probability of belonging to the category at risk), racism and homophobia (there is
almost twice of probability of belonging to the category at risk). Finally, respondents with
high levels of self-esteem are 50% more likely to belong to the category at risk compared to
their peers. On the other hand, protective factors are related to low levels of tolerance of
alcohol and drug consumption, high levels of trust towards parents, siblings and friends
and, to a lesser extent, being female.
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Protective factors
Tolerance of alchol anddrugs consumption (OR = 0.8)
Trust towarsd family and friends (OR = 0.7)
Female (OR =0.3)

-

Risk factors
Xenophobia(OR = 1.3)

High level of self-esteem (OR = 1.5)
Tolerance of dating violence (OR = 2.4)
Racism (OR = 1.8)
Homophobia (OR = 1.8)

Figure 1. Risk and protection factors linked to bullying and cyberbullying as result of a binary logistic
regression analysis.

5. Discussion

Bullying and cyberbullying phenomena need great attention because they are linked
to a multiplicity of variables which can be both cause and effect of violent behaviours.
Due to the complexity of these phenomena, the study attempted to provide a holistic
approach in identifying risk and protective factors related to the involvement in bullying
and cyberbullying. In fact, we believe that only by detecting the variables related to these
problems within the same study a complete analysis of the adolescent reality can be carried
out. In these kind of studies, social and individual plans should always be considered
simultaneously. With the dual aim to avoid interpretations based on a single disciplinary
level and to identify the strongest relationships between the variables used, we have
analysed the influence of multiple factors on the involvement in bullying and cyberbullying.
First of all, to estimate the spread of these phenomena within the school context we have
directly identified victims of violent behaviours. Furthermore, in order to avoid the risk of
underestimation of violence perpetrators due to the social desirability bias we have chosen
not to submit a direct question to students. However, we have built a tolerance indicator
identifying adolescents who are at risk to be involved in bullying and cyberbullying,
as victims, perpetrators and bystanders. We have taken into account the family background
of respondents, in terms of parental cultural status, considering the well-known influence
of primary socialisation on youthful attitudes and behaviours. We have also analysed
the set of social values of adolescents, with a focus on how these values influence and
are reshaped within the peer group. Accordingly, attitudes and behaviours have been
analysed through a set of indicators that measure the levels of tolerance towards violent and
discriminatory behaviours, the propensity to consume of alcohol and drugs, the presence of
social stereotype and the levels of trust towards family and friends. From a psychological
perspective, the self-esteem of respondents was measured, as this variable is considered
crucial for the involvement on violent behaviours. Using so many variables simultaneously
could be a problem at an operational level. The questionnaire through which data were
collected is a complex tool composed of many questions. This tool is the result of a specific
methodological process based on several experiences that the authors have gained in
recent years. The presence of a researcher in all classrooms where the questionnaire was
submitted implied high research efforts and costs. However, it offered the opportunity to
attend the compilation phase of the questionnaire and to answer any doubts of the students.
This methodology has allowed us to work with a large number of psychosocial variables
and to collect reliable data. The results of the study confirm many theories concerning
the state of the art of the observed phenomena, adding further considerations on the
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characteristics of these problems. Bivariate statistical analysis confirmed the existence of a
direct relation between tolerance of bullying and cyberbullying and social stereotyping.
Indeed, to higher levels of adherence to stereotypes corresponds a greater tolerance of
violent phenomena. Therefore, Traduzione di Inglese. results confirm close links between
stigma and deviant attitudes. The influence of social values on the involvement in bullying
and cyberbullying has been corroborated. Democracy, honesty, social participation and
culture have been identified as protective values. The direct relation between low levels
of trust (both towards family and teachers) and tolerance to bullying and cyberbullying
has been confirmed. Moreover, higher levels of unhappiness among adolescents who are
victims of violence have been confirmed. Finally, the relation between the involvement
in bullying and cyberbullying and high levels of self-esteem among adolescents has been
found. In particular, a direct relationship between victims of bullying and cyberbullying
and low levels of self-esteem has been confirmed. In addition to these findings, the study
identified a direct relation between low levels of recognition of violence and tolerance
towards bullying and cyberbullying. An ad hoc logistics model has been developed in
order to identify the strongest relations among the characteristics owned by respondents
and the risk of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying. This model was built using the
most significant variables resulted from the data bivariate analysis.

6. Conclusions

The findings highlight specific risk and protective factors concerning the involvement
of bullying and cyberbullying of Italian students. These factors are strongly related to social
and cultural spheres. This result should not be considered as the primacy of sociological
variables in the interpretation of these phenomenon of violence. However, it highlights the
great influence on violent behaviours of social conditioning such as stereotypes, prejudice
and fear of social and gender diversity. These factors produce racism, xenophobia and ho-
mophobia. The significant protective factors are low levels of tolerance of the consumption
of alcohol and drugs, high levels of trust in friends and family and being female. On the
one hand, these findings underline the need of carrying out other qualitative-quantitative
researches to confirm, deepen and extend these interpretations. On the other hand, re-
sults already provide an operative indication to stem the phenomena of adolescent violence
and deviance. This aspect seems to acquire greater importance in these times. In fact, as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, an increase in internet and social media use, the risk of
hyperconnection, internet addiction and on-line violent phenomena such as cyberbullying
have been measured [51]. Strengthening the educational role of schools, as a secondary
socialization agency, and support social and civic values of adolescents and families seems
to be a precondition to struggle against violence. This is necessary to overcome fear and
intolerance towards diversity, which is a prelude to discrimination and violence.

Author Contributions: L.C., G.C,, G.G. and A.T. conceived and designed the study, consulted
literature, collected data and wrote and edit the paper. L.C. did the statistical data analysis and is the
last author, i.e., the group leader in this research, G.C. and A.T. did the sociological interpretation,
A.T. is also the first author in this paper, G.G. contributed to the introduction and literature review.
All authors read and approved the manuscript.

Funding: This study was supported by the Institute for Research on Population and Social Policies
of the National Research Council of Italy (CNR-IRPPS).

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the
Declaration of Helsinki. Ethical review and approval were waived for this study, due to the avail-
ability of for the willingness of educational institutions to include research in the annual initiatives
proposed to students and approved by their families with the aim of completing the training plan
with extra-curricular activities.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained directly by scholastic institution from
all subject involved in this study.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 1558 10 of 11

Data Availability Statement: The strictly anonymous database is kept in the CNR machines, is avail-
able to the research group and is not accessible from the outside. The research group undertakes to
publish the research results in an accessible manner and to provide specific details of interest for
the advancement of knowledge on young people and for social policies to public administrators
and media.

Conflicts of Interest: The Authors declare that they have no conflict of interests.

Ethics Approval and Consent to Participate: All procedures performed in this study involving
human participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of the CNR Research Ethics and
Integrity Committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable
ethical standards.

References

1. Istat. Il Bullismo in Italia: Comportamenti Offensivi e Violenti tra i Giovanissimi. 2014. Available online: https://www.istat.it/it/
files/2015/12 /Bullismo.pdf (accessed on 13 October 2020).

2. Olweus, D. Bullying at School: What We Know and What We Can Do; Blackwell: Oxford, UK, 1993.

3. Smith, PK. School Bullying. Sociol. Probl. Prit. 2013, 71, 81-98. [CrossRef]

4. Olweus, D. Bullying in schools facts and intervention. Kriminalistik 2010, 64, 351-361.

5. Rodkin, P.C.; Espelage, D.L.; Hanish, L.D. A relational framework for understanding bullying: Developmental antecedents and
outcomes. Am. Psychol. 2015, 70, 311-321. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6.  Austin, S; Joseph, S. Assessment of bully/victim problems in 8 to 11 year-olds. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 1996, 66, 447-456. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

7. Georgiou, S.; Stavrinides, P. Bullies, Victims and Bully-Victims. Psychosocial Profiles and Attribution Styles. Sch. Psychol. Int.
2008, 29, 574-589. [CrossRef]

8. Salmivalli, C.; Lagerspetz, K.; Bjorkqvist, K.; Osterman, K.; Kaukiainen, A. Bullying as a group process: Participant roles and
their relations to social status within the group. Aggress. Behav. 1996, 22, 1-15. [CrossRef]

9.  Di Sauro, R.; Manca, M. Il Bullismo Come Fenomeno Di Gruppo; Edizioni Kappa: Roma, Italy, 2006.

10. Menesini, E.; Salmivalli, C. Bullying in schools: The state of knowledge and effective interventions. Psychol. Health Med. 2017, 22,
240-253. [CrossRef]

11.  Smith, PK.; Madsen, K.C.; Moody, ].C. What causes the age decline in reports of beingnbullied at school? Towards a developmental
analysis of risks of being bullied. Educ. Res. 1999, 41, 267-285. [CrossRef]

12.  Scheithauer, H.; Hayer, T.; Petermann, F.; Jugert, G. Physical, Verbal, and Relational Forms of Bullying Among German Students:
Age Trends, Gender Differences, and Correlates. Aggress. Behav. 2006, 32, 261-275. [CrossRef]

13. Slonje, R.; Smith, PK. Cyberbullying: Another main type of bullying? Scand. J. Psychol. 2008, 49, 147-154. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Brewer, G.; Kerslake, J. Cyberbullying, self-esteem, empathy and loneliness. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2015, 48, 255-260. [CrossRef]

15.  Chan, H.C.O.; Wong, D.S.W. Traditional School Bullying and Cyberbullying Perpetration: Examining the Psychosocial Character-
istics of Hong Kong Male and Female Adolescents. Youth Soc. 2019, 51, 3-29. [CrossRef]

16. Olweus, D. Bully/victim problems in school: Knowledge base and an effective intervention program. Ir. J. Psychol. 1997, 18,
170-190. [CrossRef]

17.  Besag, V.E. Bullies and Victims in Schools; Open University Press: Buckingham, UK, 1989.

18.  Hawker, D.S.].; Boulton, M.J]. Twenty years’ research on peer victimization and psychosocial maladjustment: A meta—Analytic
review of cross—Sectional studies. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 2000, 41, 441-455. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Craig, WM. The relationship among bullying, victimization, depression, anxiety, and aggression in elementary school children.
Pers. Individ. Diff. 1998, 24, 123-130. [CrossRef]

20. Kowalski, R.M.; Limber, S.P. Electronic bullying among middle school students. J. Adolesc. Health 2007, 41, S22-S30. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

21. Salmivalli, C.; Kaukiainen, A.; Kaistaniemi, L.; Lagerspetz, K.M.]. Self-Evaluated Self-Esteem, Peer-Evaluated Self-Esteem, and
Defensive Egotism as Predictors of Adolescents’ Participation in Bullying Situations. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 1999, 25,
1268-1278. [CrossRef]

22. Egan, SK.; Perry, D.G. Does low self-regard invite victimization? Dev. Psychol. 1998, 34, 299-309. [CrossRef]

23. O’Moore, M; Kirkham, C. Self-Esteem and Its Relationship to Bullying Behaviour. Aggress. Behav. 2001, 27, 269-283. [CrossRef]

24. Patchin, S.; Hinduja, ].W. Cyberbullying and Self-Esteem. ]. Sch. Health 2010, 80, 614—621. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Ostrowsky, M.K. Are violent people more likely to have low self-esteem or high self-esteem? Aggress. Violent Behav. 2010, 15,
69-75. [CrossRef]

26. Baumeister, R.F,; Bushman, B.].; Campbell, W.K. Self-esteem, narcissism, and aggression: Does violence result from low self-esteem
or from threatened egotism? Current Directions. Psychol. Sci. 2000, 9, 26-29. [CrossRef]

27. Hughes, ].N.; Cavell, T.A.; Grossman, P.B. A positive view of self: Risk or protection for aggressive children? Dev. Psychopathol.

1997, 9, 75-94. [CrossRef] [PubMed]


https://www.istat.it/it/files/2015/12/Bullismo.pdf
https://www.istat.it/it/files/2015/12/Bullismo.pdf
http://doi.org/10.7458/SPP2013712332
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0038658
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25961312
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1996.tb01211.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9008423
http://doi.org/10.1177/0143034308099202
http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(1996)22:1&lt;1::AID-AB1&gt;3.0.CO;2-T
http://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2017.1279740
http://doi.org/10.1080/0013188990410303
http://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20128
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9450.2007.00611.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18352984
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.01.073
http://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X16658053
http://doi.org/10.1080/03033910.1997.10558138
http://doi.org/10.1111/1469-7610.00629
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10836674
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(97)00145-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.08.017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18047942
http://doi.org/10.1177/0146167299258008
http://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.34.2.299
http://doi.org/10.1002/ab.1010
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2010.00548.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21087257
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.004
http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.00053
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579497001077
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9089125

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 1558 11 of 11

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.
34.

35.

36.

37.
38.

39.

40.
41.

42.

43.

44.
45.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

51.

Sentse, M.; Kretschmer, T.; Salmivalli, C. The Longitudinal Interplay between Bullying, Victimization, and Social Status: Age-
related and Gender Differences. Soc. Dev. 2015, 24, 659—-677. [CrossRef]

Prinstein, M.].; Cillessen, A.H.N. Forms and functions of adolescent peer aggression associated with high levels of peer status.
Merrill-Palmer Q. 2003, 49, 310-342. [CrossRef]

Brighi, A.; Gianesini, G.; Melotti, G. Bullying and moral reasoning. the influence of life values and culture on italian teenagers’
self-assertion. In Handbook on Bullying: Prevalence, Psychological Impacts and Intervention Strategies; NOVA Publisher: New York,
NY, USA, 2014; pp. 109-128.

Peguero, A.A.; Williams, L.M. Racial and EthnicmStereotypes and Bullying Victimization. Youth Soc. 2011, 45, 545-564. [CrossRef]
Bacchini, D.; Esposito, C.; Affuso, G.; Amodeo, A.L. The Impact of Personal Values, Gender Stereotypes, and School Climate on
Homophobic Bullying: A Multilevel Analysis. Sex. Res. Soc. Policy 2020, 1-14. [CrossRef]

Georgiou, S.N.; Stavrinides, P. Parenting at home and bullying at school. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 2013, 16, 165-179. [CrossRef]
Shetgiri, R.H.L.; Avila, RM.; Flores, G. Parental Characteristics Associated With Bullying Perpetration in US Children Aged 10 to
17 Years. Am. J. Public Health 2012, 102, 2280-2286. [CrossRef]

Marcano Belisario, J.S.; Jamsek, J.; Huckvale, K.; O’'Donoghue, J.; Morrison, C.P,; Car, J]. Comparison of self-administered survey
questionnaire responses collected using mobile apps versus other methods. Cochrane Database Syst. Rev. 2015. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Peters, G.-].Y. The alpha and the omega of scale reliability and validity: Why and how to abandon Cronbach’s alpha and the
route towards more comprehensive assessment of scale quality. Eur. Health Psychol. 2014, 16, 56—69.

Corbetta, P. La Ricerca Sociale: Metodologia e Tecniche; IL Mulino: Bologna, Italy, 2003.

Grimm, P. Social Desirability Bias. Part 2. Marketing Research. Wiley Online Library. 2010. Available online: https://doi.org/10
.1002/9781444316568.wiem02057 (accessed on 3 December 2020).

Roccato, M. Desiderabilita Sociale e Acquiescenza. Alcune Trappole delle Inchieste e dei Sondaggi; LED Edizioni Universitarie: Torino,
Italy, 2003.

Bishop, G.F. Experiments with the middle response alternative in survey questions. Public Opin. Q. 1987, 51, 220-232. [CrossRef]
Johns, R. One size doesn't fit all: Selecting response scales for attitude items. J. Elect. Public Opin. Parties 2005, 15, 237-264.
[CrossRef]

Kalton, G.G.; Roberts, J.; Holt, D.D. The effects of offering a middle response option with opinion questions. J. R. Stat. Soc. Ser. D
1980, 29, 65-78. [CrossRef]

Nowlis, S.M.; Kahn, B.E.; Dhar, R. Coping with ambivalence: The effect of removing a neutral option on consumer attitude and
preference judgments. J. Consum. Res. 2002, 29, 319-334. [CrossRef]

Rosenberg, M. Society and Adolescent Self Image; Weleyan University Press: Middletown, CT, USA, 1989.

Earnshaw, V.A,; Reisner, S.L.; Menino, D.D.; Poteat, V.P.; Bogart, L.M.; Barnes, T.N.; Schuster, M.A. Stigma-based bullying
interventions: A systematic review. Dev. Rev. 2018, 48, 178-200. [CrossRef]

Elamé, E. Discriminatory Bullying; Springer: Milan, Italy, 2013; pp. 25-45. [CrossRef]

Fluck, J. Why do students bully? An analysis of motives behind violence in schools. Youth Soc. 2017, 49, 567-587. [CrossRef]
Menesini, E.; Nocentini, A.; Camodeca, M. Morality, values, traditional bullying, and cyberbullying in adolescence. Br. J. Dev.
Psychol. 2013, 31, 1-14. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Nikiforou, M.; Georgiou, S.N.; Stavrinides, P. Attachment to Parents and Peers as a Parameter of Bullying and Victimization.
J. Criminol. 2013. [CrossRef]

Wild, L.G.; Flisher, A.J.; Bhana, A.; Carl, L. Associations among adolescent risk behaviours and self-esteem in six domains. J. Child
Psychol. Psychiatry 2004, 45, 1454-1467. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Cerbara, L.; Ciancimino, G.; Crescimbene, M.; La Longa, F.; Parsi, M.R.; Tintori, A.; Palomba, R. A nation-wide survey on
emotional and psychological impacts of COVID-19 social distancing. Eur. Rev. Med. Pharmacol. Sci. 2020, 24, 7155-7163.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]


http://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12115
http://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.2003.0015
http://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X11424757
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-020-00484-4
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-012-9209-z
http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300725
http://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.MR000042.pub2
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26212714
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444316568.wiem02057
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444316568.wiem02057
http://doi.org/10.1086/269030
http://doi.org/10.1080/13689880500178849
http://doi.org/10.2307/2987495
http://doi.org/10.1086/344431
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2018.02.001
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-88-470-5235-2_2
http://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X14547876
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.2011.02066.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23331102
http://doi.org/10.1155/2013/484871
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2004.00330.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15482505
http://doi.org/10.26355/eurrev_202006_21711
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32633412

	Introduction and Objectives 
	Materials and Methods 
	Results 
	Model 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

