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In order to battle bullying, it can be important for students to have teachers whom they see as taking an
active stand against bullying in terms of propagating antibullying norms and having an efficacious
approach to decreasing bullying. This expectation was tested with data from the control schools of the
Finnish evaluation of the KiVa antibullying program. Multilevel analyses of data from 2,776 fourth- to
sixth-graders showed that students’ perceptions of their teachers’ efficacy in decreasing bullying was
related to a lower level of peer-reported bullying. Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ efforts to
decrease bullying, however, was cross-sectionally related to a higher level of peer-reported bullying, but
over time was related to a reduction in peer-reported bullying. In classes where teachers were not
perceived as efficacious and had to exert a great deal of effort to reduce bullying, students with
probullying attitudes and without antibullying effort had the highest level of bullying. The current
findings show that teachers can play an important role in antibullying programs and should be seen as
targets of intervention.
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Bullying is a common phenomenon in primary and secondary
schools. Because bullying is a highly undesirable kind of behavior,
the most obvious kind of intervention against it would seem to be
sanctioning bullies through loss of privileges, detentions, and
suspensions (Anderson & Kincaid, 2005). Alternatively, one may
focus on empowering the victim (Fox & Boulton, 2003) or on
mediation between bullies and victims (Pikas, 2002). Some of
these interventions have indeed been successful. However, the
insight that the social context of bullying is also important
(Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen,
1996) has inspired new interventions that focus not only on bullies

and victims but also on bystanders (Polanin, Espelage, & Pigott,
2012; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004). The advantage of going
beyond the scope of the bully and the victim is that a whole-group
intervention can make all persons responsible for everyone’s well-
being, teach teachers and students safe strategies to support and
help victims, and change classrooms norms in such a way that
bullying behavior becomes associated with low status and low
affection.

A great deal is known about the role that the peer group plays in
bullying (Salmivalli, 2010), but less is known about the role of the
teacher. Understanding how teachers’ responses to bullying influ-
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ence the likelihood of bullying occurring may be critical for the
development and successful implementation of an antibullying
program. On the basis of goal-framing theory (Lindenberg 2008,
2013), we hypothesized that teachers who stand up against bully-
ing create an atmosphere in which more students find it easier to
abstain from bullying. As we explicate below, we expected that
teachers who clearly stood for antibullying norms would be likely
to strengthen their students’ goal to act appropriately. The aim of
this study was to test this conjecture by analyzing how the teach-
ers’ stand against bullying in terms of their perceived antibullying
attitudes, their efficacy, and their effort was related to the level of
bullying in their class.

The Role of Teachers

The conjecture that teachers can do much to curb bullying is not
at all trivial. There is a great deal of evidence for the effectiveness
of peers in preventing bullying (Kärnä et al., 2011; Salmivalli et
al., 1996). But there is also evidence suggesting that teachers might
be less effective in this regard. For one thing, they may not be
aware of bullying. For example, it has been found that teachers
intervene in only 4% of bullying incidents on the playground
(Craig & Pepler, 1998) and in only 18% of bullying incidents in
the classroom (Atlas & Pepler, 1998). This may be because bul-
lying often takes place on the playground, in hallways, in lunch-
rooms, and other places where teachers are not around. Teachers
may also fail to take action: Even when they were judged to be
aware of bullying, they did not intervene in one out of four cases
(Atlas & Pepler, 1998). Thus it is no surprise that victims often
perceive teachers as unable to protect them (Novick & Isaacs,
2010). Research has also shown that students are concerned that if
they report bullying incidents, their reports may be dismissed as
unbelievable, or that peers will find out, which could result in
reprisals (Fekkes, Pijpers, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2005; Newman
& Murray, 2005; Newman, Murray, & Lussier, 2001; Oliver &
Candappa, 2007).

Another possible reason that teachers are ineffective at reducing
bullying is that they often do not perceive bullying in the same way
as students (Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O’Brennan, 2007). For exam-
ple, teachers may not identify relational aggression as bullying
(Boulton, 1997; Craig, Henderson, & Murphy, 2000), or they may
perceive it as being less serious than physical and verbal bullying
(Bauman & Del Rio, 2006; Yoon & Kerber, 2003). Teachers also
often believe that bullying is part of a normative developmental
process, and they expect victims to handle it on their own (Hektner
& Swenson, 2012; Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008; Troop-
Gordon & Ladd, 2014).

The Role of the Peer Group

Despite evidence that peers can be effective at reducing bullying
(Kärnä et al., 2011; Salmivalli et al., 1996), there is also evidence
that peers are often not willing to intervene (Espelage, Green, &
Polanin, 2012). In an observational study of playground activity,
O’Connell, Pepler, and Craig (1999) found that in half of the
bullying episodes, peers watched without intervening. Only in a
quarter of the episodes did they help victims, whereas in another
quarter of the episodes peers even assisted the bullies. Students
often do not support victims because bullying incidents tend to

have multiple witnesses (Salmivalli, 2010) and the likelihood of
intervention might be reduced by the classic bystander effect: Help
is less likely to be offered when many individuals witness a
potentially harmful situation. Students might monitor each other
and expect that someone else will intervene, or infer that as the
others do nothing, it cannot be so serious. In addition, most
bullying consists of attacks that might appear to be relatively
“mild,” such as verbal abuse (Rivers & Smith, 1994). The harm
caused is mostly psychological and thus easy to explain away or
construe as “only joking” (Teräsahjo & Salmivalli, 2003). As
bullies are often perceived as popular, it also requires a great deal
of skill and courage to put a stop to their behavior. Gini, Albiero,
Benelli, and Altoe (2008) argued that defending is a risky type of
prosocial behavior, because defenders have to confront powerful
bullies and their assistants. Rather, it might seem adaptive for
students to avoid the company of low-status victims and appear
more like the bullies (Juvonen & Galvan, 2008). All this suggests
that the potential for peers to curb bullying may have been over-
estimated in the literature and that teachers’ potential may have
been underestimated. Below we derive hypotheses for this poten-
tially important role of the teacher in reducing bullying.

The Role of Overarching Goals and Significant Others

To gain a better understanding of what may or may not help
curb bullying, it is useful to take a closer look at possible mech-
anisms. In our previous research on bullying, we found that it is
especially useful to look at the role of goals, especially overarching
goals. Goal-framing theory (Lindenberg, 2008, 2013) applies the
insight from (social) cognition research that mental constructs
have to be activated in order to affect behavior, and that goals are
particularly important mental constructs in which cognitions and
motivations are intricately intertwined (Kruglanski & Köpetz,
2009).

Bullying has been found to be associated with a goal to feel
superior (status) without feeling bad as a result of losing the
affection of other peers (Juvonen & Galvan, 2008; Sijtsema, Veen-
stra, Lindenberg, & Salmivalli, 2009; Veenstra et al., 2007; Volk,
Camilleri, Dane, & Marini, 2012). Goal-framing theory suggests
that goals that are focused on the way one feels (like gaining status
and affection) can be inhibited by the activation of the overarching
goal to act socially appropriately in a particular situation. This
“normative” goal makes students focus on relevant norms that
apply to the situation they are in. Given a norm that bullying is
definitely not the right thing to do, and given strong cues to
activate this norm, a feeling of oughtness concerning this antibul-
lying norm arises, causing students to take the norm seriously,
react negatively to infractions by others, and keep to the norm
themselves. The strength of this oughtness consists in the degree to
which the activated overarching goal inhibits conflicting goals
(Delgado, Frank, & Phelps, 2005; Lindenberg & Steg, 2007).
Thus, given a strongly activated normative goal, the temptation to
bully is greatly reduced.

For the normative goal to inhibit bullying, however, strong and
ongoing social support is necessary. The normative goal is quite
precarious (Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg, 2008; Lindenberg 2013).
In the case of bullying, this precariousness is especially pro-
nounced, as the status goal is strong in potential bullies (Sijtsema
et al., 2009), and because peers may provide support for self-
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justification of aggressive behavior (Caravita, Sijtsema, Rambaran,
& Gini, 2014). Simply reiterating the antibulllying norm is thus not
enough. These norms need to be strongly and continuously acti-
vated, and this takes an active agent. Luckily, in the classroom, this
agent is potentially available. Among the most important supports
of the normative goal and its activation are significant others who
stand for situationally relevant norms (Baldwin & Holmes, 1987;
Lindenberg, 2013; Shah, 2003). It stands to reason that teachers
could be such significant others, and if this is true, those imple-
menting an antibullying intervention would do well to focus on
boosting their role as such significant others with regard to an
antibullying norm. So far, however, this proposition has not been
tested empirically.

What is important in this significant-other effect is that students
see teachers as figures of authority who clearly stand up against
bullying. For most students, teachers are significant others (Veen-
stra, Lindenberg, Tinga, & Ormel, 2010), but in the case of
bullying, this is only likely to help if the teachers take an active
stand against bullying by demonstrating antibullying beliefs, and
efficacy as well as effort in the enforcement of rules against
bullying. In this way, they are likely to create the required strong
and ongoing support by continuously activating the normative goal
of potential bullies (thereby also inhibiting the competing goals of
status and affection, and thus the temptation to bully) and by
activating the normative goal of the bystanders, who are then more
likely to support potential victims and, as a by-product, more likely
to signal lowering of status and affection for behavior that goes
against the norm.

The Present Study

We expected that the level of bullying would be lower when
teachers as well as students had a stronger antibullying attitude,
had a high degree of efficacy in battling bullying, and put effort
into decreasing bullying. In addition, we hypothesized on the basis
of arguments derived from goal-framing theory that teachers who
clearly and actively stand for antibullying norms are likely to
strengthen the normative goal of potential bullies and bystanders.
In other words, we expected that the effects of students’ own
antibullying attitudes, efficacy, and effort to battle bullying would
be less closely related to the peer-reported levels of bullying in
classes where students perceive their teachers as taking an active
stand against bullying. If these expectations bear out, students and
teachers can work together at reducing bullying; this can solve the
problem of each party shifting responsibility to the other party, in
that students expect teachers to ensure their safety against peer
victimization, whereas teachers expect students to deal with bullies
by themselves (Crothers & Kolbert, 2004).

Method

Sample

We used two waves of data collected for the KiVa antibullying
program evaluation (see Kärnä et al., 2011, for more details on the
intervention program and sampling procedures). The data used in
this study were collected in May 2007 (Grades 3–5, ages 9–11
years) and May 2008 (Grades 4–6, ages 10–12 years). To recruit
schools, letters describing the KiVa project were sent in the fall of

2006 to all schools in mainland Finland, including Swedish-
speaking schools but excluding schools for special education. The
letters included information about the goals and content of KiVa
and an enrolment form. Out of 3,444 schools, 279 volunteered to
participate in the study. These schools were stratified by province
in the mainland of Finland (five provinces), and 78 schools were
randomly assigned to intervention and control conditions. To re-
cruit students, their guardians were sent letters containing infor-
mation and a consent form. In total, 91.7% of the target sample
received active consent to participate (Kärnä et al., 2011). Because
the KiVa intervention would (theoretically) fundamentally change
the associations between our study variables, we focused on stu-
dents from the control schools only to investigate the “pure”
mechanisms before any intervention.

Our final sample included 31 schools, 144 classrooms, and
2,776 students. We had data for all students on peer-reported
bullying at both waves. The proportion of missing data for student
characteristics was at most 15.2%. Details concerning the percent-
age of missing data and common missing data patterns in the data
set are discussed extensively elsewhere (Kärnä et al., 2011). After
multiple imputation (Royston, 2005), we were able to use all 2,776
cases; 49.5% were girls and 50.5% boys. Most students were
native Finns (i.e., Caucasian); the proportion of immigrants was
0.8%.

Measures

Students filled out Internet-based questionnaires in the schools’
computer labs during regular school hours. The process was ad-
ministered by the teachers, who were provided with detailed in-
structions concerning the procedure about 2 weeks prior to the data
collection. The teachers received individual passwords for all
students who had obtained parental permission to participate in the
study. They distributed the passwords to the students, who used
them to log in to the questionnaire. The students were assured that
their answers would remain strictly confidential and would not be
revealed to teachers or parents.

The term bullying was defined to the students in the way
formulated in the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire
(Olweus, 1996); this emphasizes the repetitive nature of bullying
and the power imbalance between the bully and the victim. Several
examples covering different forms of bullying were given. An
explanation of what is not bullying (teasing in a friendly and
playful way; fighting between students of equal strength) was also
provided. Teachers read the definition out loud, while students
could read the same definition from their computer screens. Ad-
ditionally, to remind the students of the meaning of the term
bullying, a shortened version of the definition appeared on the
upper part of the computer screen while they responded to
bullying-related questions.

Outcome variable: Peer-reported bullying. Students were
asked to indicate which classmates (a) start bullying, (b) make
others join in the bullying, and (c) always find new ways of
harassing the victim (Salmivalli et al., 1996). The number of
nominations students could make was unlimited. All students in a
class could be nominated, including nonparticipating classmates.
After the numbers of nominations students received had been
added up, proportions were calculated to take differences in the
number of respondents per class into account, yielding scores from
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0 to 1. Internal consistency (three items) at the pretest and posttest
was .91.

Student’s attitudes. Students responded on a 5-point Likert-
type scale (0 � disagree completely, 4 � agree completely) to
items regarding attitudes to bullying (“I feel bad seeing a child
bullied”), victimization (“Kids who are weak are just asking for
trouble” [reversed]), and defending (“It irritates me when nobody
defends a bullied child”). This scale was based on Rigby and Slee
(1991). To derive students’ scores on antibullying attitudes, four
negatively keyed items were reverse coded. Internal consistency
(nine items) was .77 at the pretest and .82 at the posttest.

Students’ efficacy. Students were asked to evaluate how easy
or difficult it would be for them to defend and support victims. The
three items used to measure self-efficacy beliefs for defending
behavior (Pöyhönen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010) were (a) trying
to make others stop bullying, (b) comforting the bullied person or
encouraging him or her to report the bullying to the teacher, and (c)
asking others to stop bullying or saying that bullying is stupid.
Students responded on a 4-point scale (0 � very difficult, 3 � very
easy). Internal consistency (three items) was .69 at the pretest and
.79 at the posttest.

Students’ effort. To measure students’ effort to decrease bul-
lying, students were asked to indicate which classmates (a) com-
fort victims or encourage them to tell the teacher about bullying,
(b) tell others to stop bullying, and (c) try to make others stop
bullying. The number of nominations students could make was
unlimited. After the numbers of nominations students received had
been added up, proportions were calculated to take differences in
the number of respondents per class into account, yielding scores
from 0 to 1. This scale was developed by Salmivalli et al. (1996).
Internal consistencies (three items) at the pretest and posttest were
.91 and .93.

Students’ perceptions of their teacher’s attitudes, efficacy,
and effort. Three single items were used to measure students’
perceptions of their teachers’ (a) attitude toward bullying (“What
does your teacher think of bullying?” ranging from 0 � a good
thing to 4 � absolutely wrong), (b) efficacy in decreasing bullying
(“How much can the teacher do in order to decrease bullying?”
ranging from 0 � nothing to 4 � a great deal), and (c) effort to
decrease bullying (“How much has the teacher done in order
to decrease bullying since last autumn?” ranging from 0 � nothing
to 4 � a great deal). The average score of students’ perceptions of
a teacher was calculated for each of these three measures. On

average, the students’ perceptions of teachers were based on the
perceptions of 19 students per class, and for that reason were
highly reliable. These questions were developed for the purposes
of the study.

Analyses

We performed multilevel regression analyses using MLwiN
2.23 (Rasbash, Steele, Browne, & Goldstein, 2012). The multilevel
analyses were necessary to control for the nested structure of the
data: Two assessments among individuals nested in classrooms
within schools (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). Peer-reported bullying
was the dependent variable. The predictor variables were at the
classroom (students’ perceptions of the teacher’s attitude, efficacy,
and effort) and individual level (students’ attitude, efficacy, and
effort).

We started the multilevel analyses with a model of the main
effects of students’ and teacher’s attitudes, efficacy, and effort
directed at peer-reported bullying. To control for possible compo-
sition differences between schools, we controlled for Swedish-
language schools (at the school level), grade, class size (both at the
class level), age, gender, family breakup, and immigrant status (all
at the individual level). In the second model we tested whether or
not effects changed over time (from the pretest to the posttest). In
the third model, we also included at the individual level interac-
tions between students’ and teachers’ characteristics.

To facilitate the interpretation of the results of the multilevel
regression analyses and to obtain standard errors of the same
magnitude, all continuous variables including the dependent vari-
ables were z standardized (M � 0, SD � 1) across the whole
sample before being entered into the multilevel model.

Results

Table 1 reveals that students scored 3.20 at the pretest and 3.00
at the posttest on antibullying attitudes, on a scale from 0 to 4.
Students scored 1.81 and 1.82 on efficacy, on a scale from 0 to 3.
The proportion score of students’ effort to decrease bullying was
.19 at the pretest and .17 at the posttest. According to the students,
teachers’ antibullying attitudes were 3.39 at the pretest and 3.29 at
the posttest. The efficacy of teachers was 2.38 at the pretest and
2.23 at the posttest, and teachers’ effort to decrease bullying was
2.37 and 2.26. The teacher variables as perceived by students were

Table 1
Descriptives of and Correlations Among the Study Variables at the Pretest (Above the Diagonal) and Posttest (Below the Diagonal),
and Stability Coefficients at the Diagonal

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Pretest Posttest

M SD M SD

1. Attitude children .48 .21 .28 .12 .12 .09 �.22 3.20 0.66 3.00 0.78
2. Efficacy children .18 .31 .10 .03 .06 .01 �.03 1.81 0.72 1.82 0.72
3. Effort children .34 .14 .65 .14 .09 .07 �.36 0.19 0.14 0.17 0.14
4. Attitude teachers .12 .01 .14 .34 .57 .66 �.06 3.39 0.39 3.29 0.45
5. Efficacy teachers .09 .06 .08 .65 .43 .67 �.05 2.38 0.46 2.23 0.44
6. Effort teachers .05 .04 .09 .66 .74 .51 .02 2.37 0.46 2.26 0.50
7. Peer-reported bullying �.26 �.01 �.32 �.12 �.13 �.07 .76 0.07 0.12 0.07 0.12

Note. The diagonal is in bold. All correlations larger than |.05| are significant at p � .001.
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all measured on a scale from 0 to 4. The proportion score of
bullying was .07 at both assessments.

The bivariate associations between the study variables are
shown in Table 1. On the diagonal it is shown that the stability of
the variables ranges from .31 for students’ efficacy to .76 for
peer-reported bullying. The teacher variables correlate from .57 to
.74 with each other, indicating that these variables share 32% to
55% of the variance. This is not high enough to indicate multicol-
linearity.

Main Effects

Table 2 shows the results of the multilevel analyses with
respect to the relation between peer-reported bullying and stu-
dents’ efficacy, and effort to decrease bullying as well as
students’ perceptions of their teachers’ attitude, efficacy, and
effort. The findings reveal that the stronger students’ antibul-
lying attitudes, the less they were reported by peers as bullies
(b � �0.053). Also, students’ effort to decrease bullying was

related to lower levels of peer-reported bullying (b � �0.217).
For the students’ perceptions of their teachers, we found that
teachers’ perceived efficacy (which correlates highly with their
antibullying attitudes) was related to a lower level of peer-
reported bullying (b � �0.076). Teachers’ effort to decrease
bullying, however, was related to a higher level of peer-
reported bullying (b � 0.051).

Modeling Change

In the second model in Table 2 we tested whether or not effects
changed over time. The only change effect we found was for
teachers’ effort to decrease bullying. Teachers’ effort at the pretest
was positively related (b � 0.088) to peer-reported bullying at the
pretest, but it was related to a lower level of peer-reported bullying
at the posttest (b � 0.088 � 0.119 � �0.031). For all other
characteristics, we found no difference between the effect at the
pretest and the effect over time.

Table 2
Multilevel Analyses: Fixed and Random Effects for Peer-Reported Bullying (N � 31 Schools,
144 Classrooms, and 2,776 Children)

Variable Main-effects model Change model Interactions model

Fixed part

Students’
Attitude �.053 (.011)��� �.055 (.011)��� �.051 (.011)���

Efficacy �.006 (.009) �.006 (.009) �.006 (.009)
Effort �.217 (.014)��� �.216 (.014)��� �.217 (.014)���

Students’ perceptions of teachers’
Attitude .008 (.023) �.003 (.023) �.003 (.023)
Efficacy �.076 (.024)�� �.060 (.024)� �.054 (.024)�

Effort .051 (.026)��� .088 (.028)��� .096 (.028)���

Change at postassessment
Teacher’s effort �.119 (.030)��� �.128 (.030)���

Interactions
Teachers’ Effort � Students’ Attitude .039 (.009)���

Teachers’ Efficacy � Students’ Effort .034 (.013)��

Teachers’ Effort � Students’ Effort �.056 (.013)���

Random part for intercept

School variance .022 (.009)� .020 (.008)� .022 (.009)�

Class variance .022 (.008)�� .021 (.008)�� .023 (.008)��

Individual variance .758 (.021)��� .757 (.021)��� .750 (.021)���

Random part for change

School variance .000 (.000) .000 (.000) .000 (.000)
Class variance .104 (.015)��� .093 (.014)��� .097 (.014)���

Individual variance .404 (.011)��� .402 (.011)��� .399 (.011)���

Intercept-change covariance

School variance .000 (.000) .000 (.000) .000 (.000)
Class variance �.025 (.008)�� �.023 (.008)�� �.025 (.008)��

Individual variance �.211 (.012)��� �.210 (.012)��� �.207 (.011)���

Decrease in deviance (df) 295.0 (6)��� 29.4 (2)��� 30.9 (3)���

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses except where noted. In all models, we also controlled for
Swedish-language schools, grade (both at the school level), class size (at the class level), age, gender, family
breakup, and immigrant status (all at the individual level). The effect for Grade 3 students differed over time,
whereas all other control variables did not vary. The predictor variables were at the classroom (students’
perceptions of the teachers’ attitude, efficacy, and effort) and individual level (students’ attitude, efficacy, and
effort).
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Interaction Effects

We next tested interactions between teachers’ and students’
characteristics. Three out of the nine interactions were significant
(using the Holm–Bonferroni method to correct for multiple test-
ing). The interactions are depicted in several figures and are based
on the interaction model shown in Table 2. We see in Figure 1 that
students’ antibullying attitude was less closely related to peer-
reported bullying in classes where the teachers exerted a great deal

of effort to stop bullying (b � �0.012, ns), compared with classes
in which teachers exerted a low level of effort (b � �0.090, p �
.001).

The effect of students’ effort to decrease bullying on peer-
reported bullying was stronger in classes where the teachers had a
low level of efficacy (b � �0.251, p � .001), compared with
classes in which teachers had a high level of efficacy (b � �0.183,
p � .001; see Figure 2). At low levels of students’ effort (�1
standard deviation), teacher efficacy appeared to have a dampen-
ing effect on peer-reported bullying. By contrast, when teachers
were low on efficacy (�1 standard deviation) and students’ effort
was also low (�1 standard deviation), peer-reported bullying was
at its highest levels; when teachers’ efficacy was strong (1 standard
deviation), bullying was lower. At higher levels of students’ anti-
bullying effort (1 standard deviation), teachers’ efficacy made no
difference to peer-reported bullying.

Contrary to our expectations, Figure 3 shows that the effect of
students’ effort on peer-reported bullying was stronger in classes
where the teachers exerted a high level of effort to decrease
bullying (b � �0.273, p � .001) than in classes where the teachers
exerted a low level of effort (b � �0.161, p � .001).

The explained variance in peer-reported bullying in the full
model in Table 2 was 20.6% at the individual level and 1.6% at the
class level. The decrease in deviance was significant for each
model. The intercept-change covariance can be used to calculate
the correlation at the class and student level: These correlations
are �.16 at the class level and �.38 at the student level, indicating
that a high level of peer-reported bullying at the pretest is associ-
ated with a change toward less bullying over time (regression to
the mean).

Discussion

The social context of bullies and victims has increasingly been
the target of antibullying interventions (Polanin et al., 2012; Smith
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Figure 1. Graphical presentation of the interaction between students’
antibullying attitudes and students’ perceptions of their teachers’ effort in
relation to peer-reported bullying.
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Figure 2. Graphical presentation of the interaction between students’
effort and students’ perceptions of their teachers’ efficacy in relation to
peer-reported bullying.
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et al., 2004). Peers are an important target, but how important is it
to make teachers take an antibullying stand? On the basis of
goal-framing theory (Lindenberg, 2008, 2013), we predicted that it
was possible for teachers to be significant others who are able to
strengthen antibullying norms and their activation in students, and
in that way help inhibit goals that encourage bullying. We tested
the direct implications of this conjecture by examining how stu-
dents’ perceptions of their teachers antibullying stand is related to
peer-reported bullying and how these perceptions interact with
students own antibullying attitudes, efficacy, and effort to decrease
bullying in classrooms. Even though goals were not directly mea-
sured in this study, we were able to test the implications of the
theory.

Understanding how teachers’ responses to bullying (in the eyes
of students) affect the likelihood of bullying occurring may be
critical for the development and successful implementation of a
whole-school antibullying prevention program. For students, the
attitudes teachers display can signal ways to act appropriately. If
teachers are seen to be efficacious, they are likely to prevent
bullying (Novick & Isaacs, 2010; Yoon, 2004). Teachers’ efficacy
correlates highly with their antibullying attitudes, and we found
that it was indeed related to a lower level of peer-reported bullying.
Teachers’ effort to reduce bullying, however, was cross-
sectionally related to a higher level of peer-reported bullying, but
over time it was related to a reduction in peer-reported bullying.

If teachers exert effort to decrease bullying, they can also help
students to keep up the antibullying classroom norm by strength-
ening their goal to act appropriately. In classes where students
clearly perceived that their teachers exerted a great deal of effort to
battle it, students’ own antibullying attitude was less strongly
related to bullying. In addition, we found that students’ own effort
to decrease bullying was more strongly related to peer-reported
bullying in classes where students perceived teachers to have low
efficacy and to exert a great deal of effort to stop it. The finding for
teachers’ efficacy is in line with the idea that students’ character-
istics are less closely related to bullying in classes where teachers
strengthen the goal to act appropriately concerning the antibullying
norm. The interaction between teachers’ and students’ efforts did
not work as expected in this study. Yet, it stands to reason that
teachers put in more effort to reduce bullying where there is (at
first) more bullying, and that later this effort leads to a reduction
in bullying. Our findings are in line with this interpretation. They
suggest that teachers’ effort to reduce bullying is a response to
more bullying (see also Totura et al., 2009) and that over time
teachers’ effort is related to a reduction in bullying.

These results imply that with regard to bullying, the ideal class
for students is a class in which the teacher is perceived by the
students as having a high degree of efficacy in battling bullying
and does not have to exert much effort to solve bullying incidents.
In such classes not only the students who are against bullying (in
terms of attitude and effort) show relatively low levels of bullying,
but also those who are in favor of it. This is exactly what one
would expect from a significant-other effect of teachers.

Strengths and Limitations

We used data from fourth- to sixth-graders from control schools.
Future studies are needed to reveal whether these findings can be
replicated among younger and older students in Finland. It is also

important to replicate the findings in other countries. This study
has several strengths, including the use of a proper sample size,
multimethod and multi-informant assessments, and proven valid
and reliable measures. Our study also has some limitations. The
lack of a direct measure of teacher characteristics is of concern.
This limitation may not be so grave because when it comes to
significant-other effects, there is also much to say for using stu-
dents’ perceptions of teacher characteristics. It would have been
ideal to have direct observations of actual bullying, in addition to
peer reports of bullying. Given the large number and geographic
dispersion of the schools, it was, however, impossible to collect
such observations. Another limitation is that the descriptive find-
ings of this study can only be generalized to schools that are
motivated to implement an antibullying program. Nowadays more
than 90% of schools in Finland are registered as KiVa schools. But
the control schools in our study were pioneering schools that
wanted to implement the program early on. This motivation to
participate in the program is not likely to be a disturbing factor,
however, because the focus of this study was not on descriptives
but on the role of teachers in bullying.

In sum, our findings revealed that the level of bullying was
lowest in classes in which the teacher (in the eyes of students)
showed high efficacy in battling bullying and low effort in reduc-
ing bullying. Teachers’ effort was related to a reduction in bullying
over time. In classes where teachers were not efficacious and had
to exert a great deal of effort to stop bullying, students with
probullying attitudes and without antibullying effort had the high-
est level of bullying. With teachers as significant others standing
up against bullying, all persons in a classroom are made respon-
sible for a climate in which bullying is not accepted and in which
bullying is associated with low status and low affection. Our
results show that students and teachers can work together at
reducing bullying; this can solve the problem of each party shifting
responsibility to the other party, in that students expect teachers to
ensure their safety against peer victimization, whereas teachers
expect students to deal with bullies by themselves (Crothers &
Kolbert, 2004). For this cooperative solution to happen, teachers
need to be seen as important targets of antibullying interventions.
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