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Children and young people speak out about
bullying
“I got bullied earlier in the year and that put a really bad perspective on my life. I didn’t
see things as funny any more.” girl 14
What do children and young people say about bullying?
In 2009 the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA undertook research to investigate
children and young people’s views on what was important to their wellbeing.1 As part of the
research, an online survey of more than five hundred 10 to 17 year-olds found that bullying
happened ‘all the time, to everyone’. More than 60 per cent of respondents said they had been
bullied, and 44 per cent said they had bullied someone else.
The children and young people who participated in the research identified a strong link between
bullying and ongoing mental health problems.

“Some people get bullied a whole lot more than other people and so it is just that they tend to
have the darker outlook on life and then, as a result of people going “why are you so depressed”
and stuff, it just makes you more depressed.” girl 14
A group of 13 year-olds said bullying was a major problem at their school.

“There’s name calling, pushing, shoving, kicking, punching, everything.” boy 13
“[People] think bashing other people is good and there’s a lot of that at this school.” girl 13
Bullying was reported as being more prevalent during primary school and the lower secondary
school years than in senior school.

“You don’t see it as much as you get older because people get a sense of maturity as they grow
older… but in Year 8, 9 and 10 you still do see a lot of it going on because people don’t have
respect for anyone.” girl 16
Some children and young people said they believed bullies should be punished, but they also
recognised that kids who bullied were likely to have reasons for their behaviour. They said telling
an adult about the problem was generally not a permanent solution.

“Most bullies don’t have friends; they bully because something worries them.” girl 10
“But the bullying doesn’t stop…parents come and deal with it and the parents leave him and he
starts over again.” boy 10

How does bullying affect children and young people?
The act of bullying is commonly defined as having three components:
•

The intentional use of aggressive behaviour to deliberately hurt someone, and involving
unwanted, negative actions.

•

A pattern of behaviour repeated over time.

•

An imbalance of physical, social or psychological power or strength.2

Children and young people who are bullied can suffer stress, intimidation and physical injury.3
Significant long-term effects of bullying can include anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor
academic achievement and even psychiatric disorders and suicidality.4 5 6
Children and young people who bully others also tend to demonstrate high levels of conduct
problems and a dislike of school, as well as depressive symptoms and suicidal thoughts.7 8
The prevalence of bullying among children and young people is of great concern given the physical
and mental health implications. Extensive research by the Child Health Promotion Research Centre
(CHPRC) at Edith Cowan University has found that one in four children in Years 4 to 9 are bullied
every few weeks or more and often in the last term at school.9 Recent research by Girl Guides
Australia found that almost 70 per cent of girls under the age of 10 years are bullied.10
Studies have also shown that Aboriginal children and young people are more vulnerable to the
effects of bullying and experience more negative outcomes than non-Aboriginal children and young
people.11
The different forms of bullying
Bullying is not confined to the school yard, nor is it confined to verbal or physical confrontation.
The emergence of cyber bullying involves targeting victims via global communication technology,
namely websites, social media, text messages and emails.12 13
Cyber bullying is particularly difficult to tackle because perpetrators can remain anonymous, the
audience is often world-wide and children and young people can be victimised anytime and
anywhere, including in their own homes.14 Cyber bullying has also become an extension of existing
bullying behaviours – with a recent report finding that 90 per cent of children and young people
who are bullied online are also bullied offline.15
Bullying can be overt or covert. Young people define covert bullying as any form of bullying that is
hidden16 - and cyber bullying falls within this category. Emerging evidence is revealing that covert
bullying ‘…has the potential to result in more severe psychological, social, and mental health

problems than overt bullying, and is not only more difficult for schools and parents to detect, but
also has the capacity to inflict social isolation on a much broader scale than overt bullying’.17

What needs to be done?
The Commonwealth and State governments and the education sector currently have a strong focus
on anti-bullying measures – for example, through the Bullying No Way! campaign18 and the National
Safe Schools Framework.19 There is also a productive partnership between the Western Australian
Department of Education and CHPRC.
However, bullying continues to be a major concern for children and young people and ongoing
research, policy and program development is required to tackle it – particularly as new
communication and information technologies are constantly changing the nature of bullying.

Bullying is a whole of community issue and can occur in a range of places.

“I don’t get teased at school most of the time. I get teased by other kids that aren’t in school.
Like when I go to local footy in other towns, they always tease me a lot… they try to hurt your
feelings.” boy 10
It is known that bullying peaks twice in childhood: once in primary school (Years 5 to 6) and then
again following the transition to secondary school.20 Children and young people in these age
brackets are between nine and 14 years old and are already experiencing major physiological,
neurological, cognitive and psychosocial changes. Their peer relationships are increasing in
importance and influence as their personal and social identity becomes established.21
School is therefore an important setting in which to implement anti-bullying programs. However,
almost 40 per cent of students say their teachers do not know how to help students who are being
bullied.22

Priorities for policy and program development
In Western Australia, CHPRC is the primary source of research and information on bullying.
Children and young people who participated in the Commissioner’s wellbeing research said they
believed bullying could be stopped by:
•

telling someone and getting support (for example, counsellors, teachers, friends, parents,
support groups)

•

raising awareness through anti-bullying campaigns, discussions and the provision of
information

•

zero tolerance.

Children and young people themselves have a significant role to play in the prevention of bullying.
Bullying takes place in the presence of others 85 per cent of the time23, which makes the role of the
bystander important. Research shows that when a child bystander acts in some way to discourage
bullying, there is a 50 per cent chance it will stop.24 Encouraging bystanders to act is an important
part of addressing and preventing bullying.
Strategies to tackle bullying include:
•

a systematic, coordinated policy and program approach that supports school staff to
engage students and parents and create a safe learning environment

•

implementing evidence-based staff training (including pre-service training for teachers) and
professional development programs and resources to support schools25

•

using comprehensive, whole-of-school frameworks involving the broader school community
– teachers, students, parents, families and non-teaching staff 26

•

placing bullying and cyber bullying within a positive, wellbeing framework and encouraging
students to learn positive behaviours and become part of an anti-bullying culture. This is
proving to be more effective than deficit models where the bully is ‘demonised’ and the
victim ‘problematised’.27 28

Footnote: for more information about CHPRC, visit its website http://www.chprc.ecu.edu.au/index.php
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