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MESSAGE FROM UNICEF
REPRESENTATIVE, SRI LANKA
Violence in any form including bullying has serious long-term consequences for children.
When bullying occurs in schools and educational settings, it is an infringement of a child’s right to education and can have an adverse impact on their academic achievement and their employment prospects.
Critically, it can also affect their mental health and psychosocial well-being.
The practice of bullying, or aggressive behavior by children to other children, is a widespread and serious
issue across the world including in Sri Lanka.
This research study titled ‘Estimating the Prevalence and Drivers of Bullying in Sri Lanka’, provides
evidence that must be used to safeguard the rights of children impacted by bullying in and around
schools, and those subject to cyberbullying.
The atmosphere of anxiety, fear and insecurity created by bullying undermines the quality of education
for all learners. This study reveals that 47 per cent of children surveyed had been victims of at least one
form of physical or psychological bullying in or around the school in a typical month, while the prevalence
of cyberbullying was affecting 4 per cent of children using the internet.
Guided by the UNICEF Office of Research – Innocenti, a globally-recognized research centre for children
based in Florence, Italy, this study provides vital insights to enable the design and implementation of
prevention programmes, particularly addressing the drivers of bullying across the country.
No country can achieve inclusive and equitable quality education for all, if learners experience violence
and bullying in school. We hope that the findings of this study will drive an increase in awareness of the
scale and impact of bullying, and the essential need for a safe environment for children in and around
schools across Sri Lanka.
Our sincere thanks to all stakeholders, especially the children and adolescents, whose important contributions enabled the completion of this important study.
Tim Sutton
Representative
UNICEF Sri Lanka
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Peer to peer bullying, involves aggressive behavior that is repeated over time,
and involves an imbalance of power between the perpetrator and the victim. It is
widespread globally and has been linked to adverse short- and long-term negative
outcomes for children. Bullying has been associated with poorer performance in
schools across contries independent of their income status. Furthermore, bullying
victimization has been associated with participation in risky behaviors, including
skipping school and consuming alcohol, tobacco and drugs. It has also, been associated with poorer psychosocial health outcomes.
There is an abundance of evidence on the negative
impact of bullying in high-income countries and
similar findings in a smaller evidence base in lowand middle-income countries. There are however,
important limitations in the evidence base related
to bullying in Sri Lanka. This study is therefore
significant for several reasons.
In Sri Lanka, a thorough review of existing literature on bullying revealed that research on the
subject is relatively uncommon and has lacked
insight on the drivers of bullying in schools. There
are a series of international and regional instruments measuring the prevalence of bullying in
low- and middle-income countries and Sri Lanka
has not been represented in some. For example,
while the Global School-based Student Health
Survey (GSHS) has covered Sri Lanka, UNESCO’s
Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study
(TERCE) has focused exclusively on Latin America
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and the Caribbean. The Health Behaviour in SchoolAged Children (HBSC) survey only covers select
countries in Europe.
Very little is known about cyberbullying in developing country contexts, and this is one of the few
scientific studies to estimate its prevalence in Sri
Lanka. Most studies on bullying have generally
focused on victims, and to a lesser extent, on
perpetrators. This study is unique in that it not only
estimates the prevalence of bullying victimization,
but also examines bullying perpetration, as well as
by-stander and defender contribution to bullying
and bullying prevention. Unlike other studies on
bullying that have left out questions that allow for
disaggregated information beyond gender, particularly in Low and Middle Income Country settings,
this study has included items that allow disaggregation of data by gender, age, location, and
socio-economic indicators.

Executive Summary

HOW WAS THE PREVALENCE OF BULLYING ESTIMATED?
This study estimates the prevalence and drivers
of bullying including cyberbullying in Sri Lanka
using four representative provinces (North,
South, East and West) using a mixed-methods
approach. The qualitative phase involved in-depth
interviews and focus group discussions (FDGs)
with parents, youth, victims and perpetrators of
bullying, teachers, principals and counsellors. The

quantitative phase involved survey administration
using a stratified random sampling technique to
a representative sample (n=1600) of adolescent
children between the ages of 12 and 18 in the
four representative provinces. The survey relied on
existing tested survey items from diverse instruments to measure the prevalence of bullying.

WHAT WERE THE MAIN FINDINGS OF THE STUDY?
Bullying victimization in the four provinces of Sri
Lanka was high—47% of children surveyed had
been victims of at least one form of either physical
or psychological bullying in or around the school in
a typical month.
ÆÆ In school, the most common form of bullying
victimization was being made fun of—30% of
children reported that their classmates ‘always’,
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ made fun of them.
ÆÆ Around the school, 11% of children reported
that they were ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’
afraid on their way to school.
ÆÆ The prevalence of bullying victimization was
higher in school than around the school.
The share of children who were perpetrators of at
least one form of either physical or psychological
bullying was 34%.

ÆÆ The most common form of bullying perpetration
was verbally threatening another student—19%
of children reported that they ‘always’, ‘often’ or
‘sometimes’ made such threats.
The share of children who were by-standers of at
least one form of either physical or psychological
bullying was 28%.
ÆÆ The most common forms of by-stander behavior were joining in when another student was
being 1) verbally threatened and 2) made fun of/
called mean names—with both items reported
by 14% of children.
The share of children who had defended a peer
from at least one form of either physical or psychological bullying was high and comprised of 78% of
the sample.
ÆÆ The most comm on forms were defending a
peer who was being 1) pushed, punched or

9

Estimating the Prevalence and Drivers of Bullying including Cyberbullying
Sri Lanka 2020

slapped and 2) threatened – both items were
reported by 55% of children.
Gender differences in victimization and perpetration of bullying showed that rates were
consistently higher amongst boys in comparison
to girls. However this did not mean that girls were
exempt from victimization or perpetration.
ÆÆ The largest differences in bullying victimization
between boys and girls were visible for the
item “being hit”, where the victimization rate
for boys was almost three times as high as the
corresponding rate for girls.
ÆÆ The largest differences in bullying perpetration between boys and girls were for the item
pushing or slapping another student. Boys perpetratethis form of bullying three times more
than girls. Boys were also shown to make other
students do something that they did not want
to do 2.8 times more than girls.
ÆÆ Overall, the gender ratio for all forms of victimization and perpetration disproportionately
points to boys as more commonly being victims
and perpetrators. However, disparity in gender
ratios is even higher for boys on items concerning physical victimization and perpetration.
Age differences in victimization and perpetration
were not consistent.
ÆÆ The average share of different forms of bullying victimization was higher amongst younger
children (aged 12 to 14) in comparison to older
children (aged 15 to 18), 13% vs 9.4%.
ÆÆ Data on physical bullying indicated that the

10

share of perpetrators was similar across age
groups. However there was a slightly higher
share of older children (15 to 18) in comparison
to the younger children (12 to 14) who verbally threatened (19% vs 17%), left out another
student (10% vs 8%) and made a student do
something they did not want to do (5% vs 4%).
Cyberbullying prevalence of in the four representative provinces of Sri Lanka was found to be low,
affecting 4% of internet-using children.
In regard to bullying victimization, the study found
that physical characteristics, socioeconomic
background and ethnicity were significant
drivers. Specifically:
ÆÆ Children who diverged from the norm in terms
of height (shorter), weight (overweight) and
other physical characteristics were more likely
to be victims of bullying. Around 11% of victims
reported that they were made fun of because
of how their face or body looks, in comparison
to only 4% of victims who were made fun of
because of their race, nationality or color, and
only 3% of victims who were made fun of
because of their religion.
ÆÆ There was a significant association between
poverty and bullying victimization. Children from
deprived backgrounds—especially from families
who didn’t have internet access or had had to
skip meals due to resource constraints—were
more likely to be victims of bullying. Likewise,
children who did not have access to the same
material items as their peers or who had different standards of hygiene were also targets of
bullying behavior.

Executive Summary

ÆÆ Children who identified as Tamil, Muslim,
Burgher or Other were more likely to be victims
of bullying by their peers than those who identified themselves as Sinhala.
ÆÆ Children who were victims of bullying or who
came from households where violence was
accepted as the norm were more likely to bully
others in later stages of their lives.

In regard to outcomes and behaviors associated to bullying, the study found that:

comparison to non-perpetrators of bullying.
ÆÆ Bullying incidents cause distress in all children
involved, including both victims and perpetrators. The largest share of victims and by-standers of bullying indicate that they felt extremely
upset about these incidents. For example, 40%
of by-standers felt extremely upset and upset
about joining in verbal threats, in comparison to
17% who expressed not feeling upset at all.

Findings on support systems indicate that
important gaps remain.

ÆÆ There was a statistically significant difference
in life satisfaction between bullying victims and
non-victims, with victims enjoying lower life
satisfaction compared to non-victims.

ÆÆ The most common reactions to bullying victimization were to either tell someone (28%) or to
ignore the situation (28%).

ÆÆ Children who were bullying perpetrators were
more likely to not respond to the items on
alcohol, drugs and tobacco in comparison to
non-perpetrators, signaling that risky behaviors
may be more prevalent amongst perpetrators in

ÆÆ The majority of children have reported incidents
to a member of the family (33%) or the school
(23%). However, only a very small share (4%)
reported that they had confided in someone
from either the community or health services.

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THESE
FINDINGS?
Based on the findings of this study, policymakers
in Sri Lanka can:
•

Create an environment for children to learn
safely. The evidence clearly shows that bullying
can impact children’s learning and life satisfaction. Addressing bullying has a public good
value.By improving the school environment,
and improving learning outcomes, returns from

public investment in schools and education will
grow.
•

Acknowledge the important differences in
bullying patterns when designing policy,
particularly gender and age.

•

Acknowledge the importance of place when
designing policy. Anti-bullying interventions
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should address both school-based bullying and
out of school risks.
•

Mitigate the risk of victimization of children
from low-income households. Social protection policies designed to provide support for
school costs, clothing, food etc. are an important tool for mitigating the role poverty has on
bullying risks.

•

perpetrators and by-standers of bullying. For
perpetrators, this can be carried out through
individualized counseling and/or psychosocial
approaches that improve life skills such as empathy. For by-standers, the provision of counseling for dealing with emotions of guilt and
powerlessness is critical.
•

Talk to all students about bullying and its
serious effects by using the material cited in
the reference list to put together a brief presentation for students. Give students time to
ask questions in case they want to know more
about bullying and its effects.

•

Convey to parents and children that bullying
that takes place outside school,( such as
to and from school and in play areas) is as
unacceptable as bullying within school.

Create awareness campaigns to increase
understanding of, and stress the need to
address, bullying.

Based on the findings of this study, schools,
principals and teachers in Sri Lanka can:
•

Support government efforts (or in absence of a
national programme, undertake local efforts) to
deliver anti-bullying awareness campaigns
that seek to communicate to parents and
teachers on the importance of addressing
bullying.

•

Seek out and address existing issues with
bullying in the school. Teachers should be
aware about what type of bullying is occurring,
who is affected, and when and where it occurs,
in order to refine the school-level response
and policies against bullying, and to inform any
training that teachers may need to receive.

•

Pay close attention to children who are more
likely to become targets of bullying. In Sri
Lanka, this includes children who come from
poorer backgrounds, are non-Sinhalese or differ
from normative standards of appearance.

•

Pay special attention to children who are
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Based on the findings of this study, parents/
guardians of bullying victims can:
•

Check for signs of bullying. Reduction in
grades, aversion to going to school, physical
harm, and self-destructive risk behaviors,
amongst others, can indicate victimization.

•

Consider the consequences of bullying as a
serious issue to be addressed. Bullying is not
an isolated incident on its own; it has consequences that can translate into participation
in the risky behaviors that parents expressed
concern over, including alcohol and drug use.

•

Explain to the child that it is not their fault
that they are being bullied. Children should
recognize that there is nothing intrinsically
wrong with them, rather that it is those perpe-

Executive Summary

trating harm that are at fault.
•

•

•

•

•

Actively seek out the child’s teacher and
understand what the incidents of bullying
have consisted of, how frequent they are, and
ask what school policies are in place to manage
bullying in the school. Follow up constantly with
teachers.
Be ready to work with teachers and the
school to address bullying as part of the
solution to the bullying problem. Understand
that the perpetrator may also be experiencing
bullying, and that the solution proposed by the
school might involve actions beyond disciplinary
measures.
With the support of the school, come up
with safety strategies based on when and
where bullying takes place. For example,
if bullying takes place during the walk home,
a possible solution could be to help the child
to find an alternative route home, or offer to
accompany them (or help them to find a friend
who can accompany them).
If a child is bullying others, actively seek to
understand the cause driving this behavior
and talk to the child about the issue. Help
the child to understand and consider the consequences of bullying on victims. If necessary or
accessible, seek professional help or counselling.
As part of a parent’s groups, or individually,
access information on existing programmes

that have been successful in reducing bullying and speak to the school about implementing such programmes.
Future thinking for UNICEF on bullying in Sri
Lanka:
•

UNICEF can publish child-friendly material
from this study that helps victims, perpetrators, by-standers and defenders to better
understand their situation and that they are not
alone.

•

Identify methods to better assess risky
behavior participation, particularly concerning alcohol and drug use, and further explore
the link between risky behaviors and bullying
victimization. Further challenging intersections
with bullying victimization include: race, disability, gender and sexual orientation, which though
difficult to address, require serious research to
protect all children from bullying victimization.

•

Conduct a review of programmes that are
suitable for the Sri Lankan context and assess how effective they have been in reducing bullying in schools. Communicate these
findings to relevant stakeholders, such as the
Ministry of Education, schools, teachers, and
parents.

•

Continue collecting and making available
accurate, reliable and disaggregated data on
bullying and cyberbullying in order to monitor
the phenomenon in Sri Lanka and to evaluate
the effectiveness of efforts to address it.
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1
SCHOOL-RELATED VIOLENCE
AND BULLYING
1.1 INTRODUCTION

V

iolence is a breach of the child’s right to
be protected from any form of harm, and
deserves due attention and response in the
different spheres in which children live and learn.
School-related violence (see Box 1) can encompass a wide range of actions including physical,
psychological, sexual violence, and bullying,
perpetrated and experienced by students, teachers
and other school staff. Cyberbullying, also a form
of school-related violence, involves posting or
sending electronic messages, including text,
pictures or videos, aimed at harassing, threatening or targeting another person via a variety
of media and social platforms, including social
networks, chat rooms, blogs, instant messaging
and others (UNESCO, 2017). School-related
violence in its many listed forms is widespread
across all countries and has a negative impact
on short and long term outcomes for children.
Abundant evidence indicates that it is neither a
new or isolated phenomenon, nor that it is limited
to certain schools or countries (Abramovay & Rua,
2005; Berger et al., 2008; Plan International, 2008;
Román & Murillo, 2011).
In Sri Lanka, despite progress on multiple fronts,
violence in schools, especially bullying, does not
appear to have received enough attention. While
a recent study found that 78.1% of the boys in
the city of Kandy were victims of bullying, the
study also stressed that parents, teachers and
other adults did not always see or understand how
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extreme bullying could be, and in some cases,
chose to ignore the issue instead of taking action
to address it (Dissanayake, Weeratunge, Gaspe &
Gamage, 2012).
For UNICEF, the protection of children in educational settings is a priority. To contribute to the
fulfillment of the quality education provision and
the protection of children from all forms of harm as
enshrined in the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and more specifically, SDG4 and SDG16,
this report examines the prevalence of bullying
in four provinces representative of Sri Lanka. The
selected locations capture a diverse population
- including Sinhala population as well as the Tamil
and Muslim communities.
The report is structured as follows: Chapter
1 provides a brief overview of the concepts
of school-related violence and bullying, and
addresses existing literature on the subject,
identifying the main gaps and highlighting the
contributions that this report makes to the literature. Chapter 2 lays out the research objectives,
research methods and ethical considerations that
are relevant to this study. Chapter 3 expands on
the findings derived from the quantitative and
qualitative components of the study. Chapter 4
and 5 conclude and provide concrete recommendations on the ways forward for policy-makers,
parents, teachers, victims and perpetrators,
amongst others.

School-Related Violence and Bullying

BULLYING
Physical attacks
Verbal abuse

Physical ﬁghts
Corporal
punishment

PSYCHOLOGICAL
VIOLENCE

PHYSICAL
VIOLENCE
SEXUAL
HARASSMENT

Destroying
property

Unwanted sexual
touching
Rape including
attempted rape
Sexual comments
and jokes

Emotional abuse

Social exclusion

Coercion

SEXUAL
VIOLENCE

Gender-based
discrimination

BOX 1

Bullying: Conceptual background
The subject of bullying emerged as a field of academic study and inquiry with the work of Dan Olweus
in the early 1990s. While there are many definitions of bullying according to different sources, they find
that bullying involves aggressive behavior, is repeated over time, and involves an imbalance of power
between the bully and the victim.
Center for Disease Control (CDC): Bullying is an unsolicited antagonistic behavior ‘‘by another youth or
group of youth that involves an observed or perceived power imbalance and is repeated multiple times or
is highly likely to be repeated’’, and typically results in the targeted youth experiencing “physical, psychological, social, and/or educational harm’’ (2014).
Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC): Bullying is defined as “negative physical or verbal
actions that have hostile intent, cause distress to victims, are repeated over time and involve a power
differential between bully and victims”. HBSC clarifies that an incident cannot be considered bullying
when two students of about the same strength or power argue or fight; or when a student is teased in a
friendly and playful way (2013).
Dan Olweus: A person is bullied when he or she is exposed repeatedly over time to negative actions by
one or more others, excluding cases where two children of similar physical and psychological strength
are fighting (1994).
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1.2 WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE THAT BULLYING HAS AN IMPACT ON
SHORT- AND LONG-TERM OUTCOMES?
While the present review of the evidence here
is by no means exhaustive, it serves to highlight
several branches of the literature on bullying that
have gained prominence in recent years. First,
an important part of the literature has explored
whether bullying has an impact on academic
achievement, with most studies finding that
there is an association between being bullied and
achieving lower test scores (see Abramovay &
Rua, 2005; Eriksen, Nielsen, & Simonsen, 2014;
Holt, Finkelhor, & Kantor, 2007; Konishi, Hymel,
Zumbo, & Li, 2010; Mullis, Martin, Foy, & Arora,
2012; Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). For example,
in a meta-analysis including 33 studies, Nakamoto
and Schwartz (2010) found a significant negative
association between peer victimization on the one
hand and grade attainment and student achievement scores on the other. Similarly, Mullis et al.
(2012) found that fourth graders who reported
being bullied at school on a weekly basis scored
32 points less in mathematics across 48 developed
countries. Overall, studies that have explored the
link between bullying and test scores have found
consistent results; in fact, no studies reviewed
yielded non-significant associations between
bullying victimization and lower test scores.
Second, there is a large volume of literature
exploring the connection between bullying
victimization and engagement in risky behaviors,
including illicit drug, alcohol and tobacco use and
abuse. In a study of 17 risky behaviors amongst 6th
to 12th grade students in Georgia, USA, Smalley,
Warren and Barefoot (2016) found that bullied
students reported higher levels of engagement in
all risky behaviors investigated, with the largest
correlations pertaining to safety-related absenteeism – missing school for fear of safety - and
bringing a weapon to school. Interestingly, the
work of Smalley et al. (2016) non-clinical sample
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of middle and high school students. Data were
analyzed from the 2013 Georgia Student Health
Survey II, administered to 6th–12th grade students
in all public schools in Georgia (n = 513,909 also
found that victims of bullying were more likely to
use illicit drugs, including hard drugs.
Other studies exploring the link between being
bullied and increased risky behavior have found
similar results, although the mechanisms
explaining this link do not appear to be well understood or are well documented. In other words,
despite their link, it is not yet understood whether
participation in risky behaviors is a cause or an
effect of bullying victimization. In a rare quantitative study addressing this question, Topper,
Castellanos-Ryan, Mackie and Conrod (2011)
surveyed adolescents aged 13 to 15 in London,
England at two points in time—baseline and 12
months. Using Pearson correlations and path
analysis, the authors found that being a victim of
bullying at baseline was significantly correlated
with baseline alcohol-related problem behavior and
was predictive of future problems at 12 months.
They also identified four empirically different and
independent motives for drinking amongst study
participants, and established that bullying victimization was tied to one of these motives. The motives
for drinking included: conformity (to fit in), social
(to have fun), coping (to manage problems), and
enhancement. The study found that while victims
of school bullying did not drink frequently, when
they did, they did so to cope. The authors found
that victims of bullying were essentially adopting a
‘self-medication style of drinking’, which could be
associated with alcohol-related problems in later
life (2011).
Third, there is a branch of the literature that
examines the link between bullying and mental

School-Related Violence and Bullying

health outcomes. In a meta-analysis of longitudinal
studies exploring whether bullying victimization in school predicts depression later in life,
Ttofi et al. (2011a) found that the probability of
being depressed later in life was much higher
for children who were bullied in comparison to
non-victims.1 In a recent longitudinal study in
LMIC contexts, Pells, Ogando and Espinoza (2016)
found that children in Ethiopia, India, Peru and Viet
Nam who were bullied had lower self-efficacy,
lower self-esteem and worse parent relations,
although a statistical analysis found that the
link between these three variables and bullying
victimization was not significant. A large part of
the literature in this area has also looked at the
connection between bullying victimization and
suicidal behavior. For example, a meta-analysis by
Holt et al. (2015) demonstrated that involvement
in bullying in any capacity (as a victim or perpetrator) could be associated with suicidal ideation
and behavior, including thoughts of suicide, plans
for suicide and thoughts of death. According to a
more recent study by Barzilay et al. (2017), physical
bullying victimization was associated with suicidal
ideation while psychological victimization was

1.

associated with suicide attempts.
Although most of the evidence cited above has
focused largely on victims, there are a (lesser)
number of studies that have looked at perpetrators
and at bully-victims (those who are both victims
and perpetrators). These studies have found worse
mental health outcomes for the latter as well as
associations to risky behaviors. For example, in
a meta-analysis of 28 studies exploring the link
between bullying perpetration and offending later
in life, Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel and Loeber (2011)
found that all studies included in their analysis had
found a significant association between bullying
perpetration and offending later in life. Specifically,
the authors found that the probability of offending
up to 11 years later was much higher for school
bullies than for students not involved in bullying,
even after controlling for major childhood risk
factors. Only in four studies did the authors find
that this relationship was not significant, indicating
that the likelihood of offending amongst perpetrators was higher than amongst students who did
not bully others.

See also Farrington et al. (2011)with yearly or half‐yearly assessments. Findings – Bullying perpetration in one age range,
according to boys and mothers, predicted delinquency (reported by boys.
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1.3 WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE EVIDENCE IN DEVELOPING
COUNTRIES AND IN SRI LANKA?
There are an increasing number of studies in developing country contexts with similar findings on
bullying, particularly surrounding lower academic
performance of victims. Several studies using data
from UNESCO’s Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study, which has been conducted in three
waves (1997, 2006, 2013) and covers 15 countries
of the Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region,
have looked at the association between bullying
and reading scores, and found lower scores
amongst students in the sixth grade who were
bullied (Chávez et al., forthcoming; Delprato et al.,
2017; Trucco & Inostroza, 2017).
In the LAC region, for example, a study by Román
and Murillo (2011) using data from the second
wave—Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study (SERCE)—found that over half (51%)
of the sixth-grade primary school students considered in their study had been robbed, insulted or
struck by peers at school.2 They also found that
students who suffered peer aggression had lower
performance in the subjects of reading and math,
and that classrooms that had more episodes of
both physical and verbal violence performed worse
than those with fewer incidents of violence (2011).
In more a recent report by Trucco and Inostroza
(2017) on bullying in the LAC region using data
from the third wave—Third Regional Comparative
and Explanatory Study (TERCE)—the authors found
that the main form of bullying (mocking between

classmates) was reported by as much as 86%
of sixth graders, particularly in Uruguay, Argentina, Panama, Brazil, Colombia and Mexico. This
study also revealed that being a victim of violence
in school was the survey item most associated
with lower academic performance in most of the
countries of the LAC region included in the study
(2017).
In Sri Lanka, literature at a local level is limited
and there have been very few recognized studies
on this topic. A recent study by Senanayake et al.
(2019) explored the prevalence of interpersonal
violence and its drivers amongst adolescents aged
13 to 17 in the country. They found that 44.2% of
the sample were physically attacked and had been
in a fight with their peers.3 They also found that
risky behaviors and activities such as smoking,
consuming alcohol, skipping classes, dropping out
of school, and considering or attempting suicide,
were significantly associated with violence victimization. Furthermore, the study found that victims
of violence were four times more likely to be
attacked by their peers and 2.9 times more likely
to engage in physical fights or resort to violent
activities than those who had not been victims.
The study also found that boys were more likely
than girls to be involved in incidents of physical
assault and fights—a recurrent trend that has been
observed in similar studies in both high-income
and low- and middle-income country contexts.

2.

The authors rely on data from UNESCO’s SERCE to define bullying. The study uses six variables to measure bullying victimization, grouped into two major blocks. The first consisted of variables relating to direct experiences of bullying in the past month
in school: having been robbed, insulted or threatened, or physically struck or mistreated. Another two variables were created to
examine the impact of bullying on achievement.

3.

The authors of this report acknowledge that for a fight to constitute bullying it must reflect an imbalance of power between the
parties involved, as defined by HBSC. The study by Senanayake et al. (2019) use data from GSHS and label this as interpersonal
violence, not bullying.
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47%
of children surveyed had been victims
of at least one form of either physical or
psychological bullying in or around the
school in a typical month.
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1.4 LIMITATIONS OF EXISTING LITERATURE
Despite the abundance of literature on bullying and
its impact, important limitations remain. First, a
large share of the evidence that is available applies
to high-income country contexts. The number of
studies on this topic in low- and middle-income
countries is lower,4 and the existing studies do
not provide a clear idea of the links between
bullying and risky behaviors and health outcomes,
particularly those pertaining to psychosocial health.
Furthermore, although there are a series of international instruments with survey items on bullying in
low- and middle-income countries, these are still
considerably limited, as it is not the main objective
of these instruments to measure the prevalence of
school related violence. For example, UNESCO’s
TERCE, which aims to measure learning achievement and associated factors5 in select countries
of Latin America and the Caribbean, has only six
questions on experiences of violence in schools.
Similarly, the World Health Organization’s Global
School-based Student Health Survey (GSHS),
which aims to collect data on young people’s
health behavior and protective factors, only
contains two items exclusive to bullying (as well as
additional survey items capturing the prevalence of
other forms of violence). The rest of the items of
the survey address a range of topics including risky
behavior (such as alcohol and drug use), mental
health, physical activity, amongst others (WHO,
2020).
Second, very little is known about cyberbullying in developing country contexts (see Byrne,
Kardefelt-Winther, Livingstone, & Stoilova, 2016),
as most data on this phenomenon has been
collected from surveys conducted in developed

countries. According to UNESCO (2017), cyberbullying is increasing at a rapid rate with the
accelerating rate of children’s access to internet.
A recent estimate even suggests that one-third
of internet users globally are below 18 years of
age (Livingstone et al., 2016). Since internet and
social media usage is growing rapidly, particularly amongst children and youth, it would be
of great significance to understand the risk and
prevalence of cyberbullying in low- and middle-income settings (UNESCO, 2017), particularly in Sri
Lanka, where internet connectivity for the general
population has been estimated at 47% in 2020
(Datareportal, 2020).
Third, most studies in developing countries
have been limited to looking at the prevalence
of bullying victimization without sufficiently
addressing the role of perpetrators or by-standers,
which also play crucial roles in how school violence
dynamics develop. Fourth, the recent national
study on Sri Lanka centered on interpersonal
violence and not bullying and although findings are
disaggregated by gender, the data has not allowed
for further disaggregation considering other
population characteristics that could be salient in
explaining bullying victimization or perpetration,
including age, ethnicity, geographical location,
amongst others.
Lastly, much of the literature that has been cited
has explored links between bullying victimization
and a series of outcomes through quantitative
analysis. The drivers associated to school bullying
can include gender and social norms, as well as
wider contextual and structural factors that are

4.

For a comparative study in 79 countries including LMICs, see Elgar et al. (2015)income inequality, and government spending on
education.

5.

Such as students’ relationship with teachers, academic activities outside the school and the use of ITC in the classroom,
amongst others).
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typically unaccounted for in this type of analysis.
Furthermore, the literature reviewed has not sufficiently addressed perceptions on the topic and its
consequences among different stakeholders such
as teachers, students and parents, both shortcomings that would be better addressed with a
qualitative research component.
This study fills some of the important gaps previously highlighted. It enriches the evidence base
on bullying in low- and middle-income country
contexts and is one of the few studies to estimate
the prevalence of cyberbullying in Sri Lanka, a form
of bullying that affects 10% of children in North
America and Europe (UNESCO, 2018). This study is
also unique in that it not only estimates the prevalence of bullying victimization, but also contains
items to measure bullying perpetration, as well as

by-stander and defender contribution to bullying
and bullying prevention. In addition, a large body of
evidence has left out identification questions that
allow for disaggregated information beyond gender
to be understood about bullying victims, perpetrators and by-standers. This study has included
items that will allow disaggregation of data by age,
location, and socio-economic indicators.
Lastly, the qualitative component of the present
study allows for a more thorough understanding
of the drivers behind school related violence and
bullying. By conducting interviews and focus group
discussions with students, parents and teachers,
amongst others, the present study offers a more
comprehensive understanding of the perception of
bullying across different actors, their impacts and
the available mechanisms to respond to the issue.
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2
ESTIMATING THE PREVALENCE
AND DRIVERS OF BULLYING IN
SRI LANKA

2.1 OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

T

he objectives of this report are to estimate the
prevalence of school bullying, including cyberbullying in Sri Lanka using data from four provinces
representing Sri Lanka (North, West, South and
East) and to identify social and individual drivers
of this behavior. This study focuses specifically
on understanding: 1) perceptions of bullying from
different actors; 2) motives that drive bullying
behavior; 3) the consequences of bullying on
children, their families and the social environment;
and 4) coping strategies and services used by
children experiencing bullying. The study is guided
by the following research questions, which are
grouped by thematic area:

•

What are the differences in bullying victimization, perpetration, by-stander and defender
behavior by gender and age?

•

With what frequency are children bullying victims, perpetrators, by-standers and defenders?

Drivers of bullying

•

What drives bullying behavior?

•

What are the perceptions of children, adults
(teachers, counsellors, parents) on bullying?

Consequences of bullying

•

What are the effects of bullying victimization on
the family and community environments?

•

Is bullying victimization associated with increased risky behaviors?

•

Is bullying associated to lower life satisfaction
amongst victims?

Estimating the prevalence of bullying

•

•

•

22

What proportion of children experience physical
and psycwhological bullying (including cyberbullying), and victimization in the four chosen
provinces?
What proportion of children perpetrate physical
and psychological bullying in selected provinces?
What proportion of children are by-standers and
defenders, contributing to bullying and bullying
prevention, respectively?

Support systems
• What are the coping strategies and support
systems that victims of bullying have access
to?
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2.2 METHODOLOGY
This study used a mixed-method design consisting
of a qualitative and a quantitative stage (see Figure
1). Four provinces located in the North, West,
South and East were selected for the study in

order to ensure diversity and a fair representation
of all the ethnic, urban and rural populations of
Sri Lanka. The research design consisted of two
stages, as illustrated below.

FIGURE 1: Research stages

QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

QUANTITATIVE
RESEARCH

STAGE 1:
Understand drivers of bullying
among children in schools.

STAGE 2:
Estimate prevalence of bullying
victimization and perpetration, and
validate the results generated in
Stage 1.

Qualitative stage: The aim of the first stage was
to understand the determinants and drivers of
bullying and other forms of interpersonal violence
in schools. The results of this phase were used to
validate, modify and generate attributes for the
second stage, while allowing the study to take

into account cultural and social customs, practices
and taboos in Sri Lanka. For this component, the
research relied on: 1) focus group discussions
(FGDs); 2) in-depth interviews (IDIs); and 3) key
informant interviews (KIIs) amongst specific target
groups, as illustrated in Table 1.

TABLE 1 | Target groups for qualitative sample

Focus group discussions (FGDs)

In Depth Interviews (IDIs)

Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)

•

Parents with children attending school

•

Youth (19-25 years)

•

School children (8-12 years/13-15 years/16-18 years)

•

Bullying victims

•

Perpetrators

•

Teachers

•

Principals

•

Counselors
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FGDs consisted of 6 to 8 participants with discussions lasting between 1.5 to 2 hours. Separate
discussions were conducted among parents,
youth, and children in schools to understand the
differences in opinions related to bullying. IDIs
and KIIs consisted of one-to-one interviews lasting
approximately 1 hour with victims, perpetrators,
and school actors. Key informants also aided in the
recruitment of victims and bullies.
The selection of all respondents for the qualitative phase took place through a recruitment
questionnaire (see Annex 6). All those who met
the eligibility criteria were invited to attend the
discussion on a pre-arranged date, venue and time.
A specific recruitment questionnaire was designed
for each target group used in the study (Table
1). Participants were selected based on a set of
personality qualifier statements, captured using
questions about their experiences and behaviors.
The personality qualifier questions had different

statements for the different groups targeted.
For perpetrators, for example, the recruitment
questionnaire asked about a set of behaviors such
as threatening and humiliating another student,
amongst others. On the other hand, the questionnaire for victims contained a list of statements
including having experienced being verbally or
physically abused constantly for no reason, being
targeted constantly for humiliation, and being
threatened or intimidated constantly by a fellow
peer, amongst others.
The qualitative discussions were held in the
following areas; Jaffna/Batticoloa, Colombo and
Matara.(Table 2). Separate discussion guides
were designed for each target group to assist the
moderator in ensuring that all key topics defined
within the research objectives were addressed.
Quantitative stage: The aim of the second
stage was to estimate the prevalence of bullying

TABLE 2 | Sampling for qualitative stage
Jaffna/ Batticoloa
District

Colombo District

Matara District

Total

Parents

1

1

1

3

Youth 19-25 years

1

1

1

3

Children 8-18 years

3

3

3

FGDs

Total FGDs

9
15

IDIs
Victims

2

2

2

6

Perpetrators

2

2

2

6

Total IDIs

12

KIIs
Teachers

1

1

1

3

Principals

1

1

1

3

Counselors

-

2

-

2

Total KIIs
Total
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8
11

13

11
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victimization, perpetration, by-stander and
defender behavior, as well as to validate the results
generated in the qualitative stage. A sample of
1600 children aged 12 to 18 years both in school
and out of school was collected. The reason
this approach was selected is that out of school
children are typically excluded from studies of this
nature. The authors felt it was important to capture
whether any of the out of school children had
experienced bullying prior to dropping out. Children
aged 11 and below were excluded from the quantitative stage, as previous research experience in Sri
Lanka has shown that children have had difficulty

n = z2 p (1-p)/ d2
•
•

•

•

n = 379 * 3 = 1137

n = calculated sample size.
z = z value corresponding to the required
level of confidence (1.96) / Standard normal deviation for 5% error.
p = expected prevalence—prevalence of
interpersonal violence among schooling
adolescents was taken as 44% based on
data of a local study (Senanayake et al,
2016).
d = the degree of precision desired for
margin of error was set at 0.05.

n=

(1.96)2 * 0.56 (1 – 0.56)
(0.05)2

comprehending lengthy and structured surveys,
particularly if these are tablet-based. Although
children in the global South are generally accessing
internet and adopting technology more than adults
(Global Kids Online, 2019), in Sri Lanka there is still
a considerable percentage of the population that
lacks an internet connection at home and exposure
to tablets. Sample size was calculated using the
following formula, based on World Health Organization, Lwanga, and Lemeshow (1991).

=379

The study used a multi-stage population proportionate sampling (PPS) method. Therefore, the
required sample size was adjusted with a design
effect of 3:

Past research experience shows that the response
rate for similar surveys is high. Therefore, a non-response rate of approximately 25% was assumed
for the survey. The final sample size was calculated
as follows:

1137 + (0.25 * 1137) = 1421

Accordingly, a statistically valid total sample of
1647 was derived for the survey to adequately
represent the target population. To ensure
coverage of all localities in a representative
manner, urban and rural population proportions in
each district were considered when distributing
the sample. The district-wise sample allocation is
illustrated in Table 3.
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TABLE 3 | Sampling for quantitative stage
Population
aged 12-21
across all
districts in 4
provinces

Population distribution rate as
per 2012

Sample

Urban

Rural/ Estate

Urban

Rural/
Estate

Total

Northern

201,948

33,206

168,742

71

339

410

Jaffna

106,924

21,385

85,539

44

176

220

Killinochchi

22,947

0

22,947

7

42

49

Mannar

19,986

4997

14,990

6

34

40

Mullaitivu

17,968

0

17,968

-

36

36

Vavuniya

34,123

6825

27,298

14

51

65

873,731

337,835

535,896

233

174

407

Colombo

340,253

265,397

74,856

146

10

156

Gampaha

348,918

55,827

293,091

51

110

161

Kalutara

184,560

16,610

167,950

36

54

90

308,058

77,899

230,159

100

301

401

Ampara

121,028

29,047

91,981

38

117

155

Trincomalee

76,955

16,930

60,025

22

79

101

Batticoloa

110,075

31,922

78,153

40

105

145

396,786

42,710

354,076

177

252

429

Galle

171,942

22,352

149,590

54

128

182

Hambantota

94,621

4731

89,890

81

27

108

Matara

130,223

15,627

114,596

42

97

139

Total

1780,523

491,649

1,288,874

581

1066

1647

Western

Eastern

Southern

A total of 75 data collectors were involved in
survey administration. The surveys were conducted
using Computer Aided Personal Interview (CAPI)
technique. That is, all data were collected using
tablets. Survey participants filled out the questions
directly to ensure their privacy and confidentiality.
Piloting of the survey revealed that the survey
took 35-40 minutes on average to complete.
Data collectors instructed all respondents prior to
survey administration to ask questions if they did
not understand any part of the survey or if they
needed any clarification on the items.

6.
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The study was conducted at a household level
and followed a random selection process using
the left-hand rule, which involved the generation
of random starting points for survey administration within each selected Grama Niladhari (GN)
division.6 A starting point for the survey was established in a public place such as a bus stop, railway
station, or religious institution. A maximum of five
surveys were conducted from one single starting
point. The data collectors then started walking in
the direction of the left from a randomly selected
landmark located at the starting point and checked

A Grama Niladhari division (Sinhala: .%du ks,Odß wxYh) is the Sri Lankan public administrative system and division which is
carried out at a rural level in par with public policies.
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for households with suitable and available respondents.
The information on all children within the household falling between the ages of 12 to 18 were
entered into the system and the data collector
selected a child at random or based on availability.
If the person selected refused to be interviewed,
the data collector replaced the household by
continuing the walking pattern and selecting
the next eligible household (i.e. after skipping 3
houses) on the left. Other qualified respondents
from the same household who met the study
characteristics were not interviewed if there was
initial refusal from a suitable candidate. If the
designated respondent was not at home but was
eligible for the study, data collectors made appointments to meet them later in the day or based on
availability.
The selection and recruitment of field supervisors

and interviewers was undertaken using the
standard procedures employed by Kantar. All interviewers and supervisors were recruited based on
their educational qualifications and relevant work
experience. Project specific and general trainings
were delivered by UNICEF to all field managers
and supervisors handling the project and Kantar
later conducted a central briefing for all interviewers taking part in the study.
The survey instrument used in data collection
was developed by UNICEF Office of Research
- Innocenti and used tested items from existing
instruments including GSHS, HBSC and
UNESCO’s TERCE. However, the attributes were
validated locally through the qualitative sessions.
The questionnaires were back translated by
professional translators into Sinhala and Tamil.
Translations were reviewed multiple times to
ensure that the meaning was not lost. Survey
items can be found in Annex 1.

2.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Obtaining ethical clearance prior to any research
involving human subjects is standard for all
UNICEF research. Accordingly, UNICEF Office of
Research - Innocenti, the agency which provided
technical leadership on carrying out the research,
obtained ethical clearance from HML Institutional
Review Board (IRB) based in Washington, DC,
USA. The ethical approval included a thorough
review of 1) the research protocol, containing
a detailed research plan, aims, questions and
study design; 2) informed consent materials; 3)
data collection instruments; 4) protocol to ensure
subjects’ safety; 5) protocols for the protection
of subjects’ identities; and 6) protocols for the
protection of data. Comments provided by the
IRB were addressed and additional information
requested was provided. Sri Lankan members of

the Inter-agency Expert Group on Violence against
Children Measurement (IAEG-VAC), consisting of
members from the Department of Census and
Statistics, the National Department of Probation
and Child Care Services and UNICEF, also reviewed
the research questionnaire and suggested
changes, which were incorporated. Data Collection
at the ground level followed the granting of Ethical
Approval by the HML Institutional Review Board.
The Kantar team received training on conducting
the research, which included training on the
conduct of ethical research with children from
UNICEF Innocenti. All enumerators collecting data
from children for the study were instructed to call
the NCPA (National Child Protection Authority)
hotline and to provide parents with the details
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of the closest doctor or psychologist in cases
involving serious levels of bullying. However, no
severe instances of bullying victimization were
reported by data collectors. All survey items
were piloted on a small sample (n=20) of children
that met the required characteristics. Piloting
of the survey instrument was carried out by the
Kantar project lead, three data collectors, and one
Innocenti researcher in three areas of Colombo:
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1) Homagama; 2) Maharagama; and 3) Piliyandala. Piloting revealed a series of ethical issues
which required thorough reflection in order to be
addressed. These are described in Annex 7. The
names used to illustrate examples in the findings
section below are all pseudonyms. The quotations
from qualitative discussions have been amended
slightly for editing purposes.

34%
is the the share of children who were
perpetrators of at least one form of either
physical or psychological bullying

3
FINDINGS

3.1 SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

A

total of 1,647 children were surveyed for
the quantitative component of the research.
The children were distributed in the North, South,
West and East provinces of Sri Lanka, as illustrated
below. Of these children, 48% of the sample were
boys and 52% of the sample were girls. In terms
of their age groups, 51% belonged to the age
group 12 to 14, while 49% were in the age group
15 to 18.
An overwhelming share of the children sampled—
97%—were enrolled in and attending school; only
3% were out of school. In terms of their family
composition, 81% of children lived with both of
their parents, while 15% lived in a single parent
household; 4% lived with a guardian (Table 4).

Regarding material conditions of the families,7
83% of children signaled that they had not had
to skip a meal, while 15% mentioned that they
had done this. Furthermore, 78% of children
sampled indicated that they usually had access to
all the supplies they needed at school, while 21%
signaled that they did not.

7.
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410
NORTH

WEST

EAST

401

407
SOUTH

429

It is difficult to ask children questions regarding the socioeconomic background of their household. Children were therefore
asked proxy questions, such as whether they had ever had to skip meals due to a lack of resources, whether they had access to
adequate school supplies, and whether they had internet access in their household.

Findings

TABLE 4 | Quantitative sample composition
Total

%

North

East

West

South

Gender
Boys

804

49%

212

203

194

195

Girls

843

51%

198

198

213

234

12 to 14

840

51%

202

212

197

229

15 to 18

804

49%

208

187

209

200

Sinhala

849

52%

2

67

369

411

Age group

Ethnicity
Tamil

672

41%

399

244

22

7

Muslim

115

7%

7

86

11

11

Burgher

8

0.50%

1

4

3

-

1591

97%

403

387

375

426

56

3%

7

14
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3

School
Attending
Not attending

3.2 BULLYING VICTIMIZATION
Bullying victimization is widespread in the four
provinces of Sri Lanka included in this study,
with 47% of children surveyed indicating that
they had been victims of at least one form of
physical or psychological bullying in or around the
school. Children surveyed were asked to indicate
the frequency with which they were victims of
physical and psychological bullying in and around
the school. The survey asked children how often
they: 1) had been hit; 2) had been forced to do
something that they did not want to do; 3) were
afraid of their classmates; 4) felt threatened; 5) had
been made fun of; and 6) had been left alone.
In terms of physical bullying, 12% of children in the
four provinces reported that they were ‘always’,
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ hit by one or several of
their classmates, and 10% reported that their
classmates had forced them to do something they
had not wanted to do with the same frequency.
In regard to psychological bullying, approximately
13% of children in the four provinces of Sri

Lanka reported that they were ‘always’ ‘often’ or
‘sometimes’ afraid of their classmates, and 12%
reported that they had felt threatened with the
same frequency. In addition, almost one third, or
30%, of children reported that their classmates
‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ made fun of
them, and 11% reported that their classmates left
them alone with the same frequency. As the data
shows, a significantly higher number of children
were reported to have been made fun of or been
called by names by their classmates compared to
other forms of psychological bullying (Figure 2).
In regards to experiences of cyberbullying victimization, only a very small share (4.2%) of survey
respondents (n=20) had been hurt on the internet
by people in their school (see also Box 2). This
falls in line with the findings that the prevalence of
physical and psychological bullying that takes place
in schools is higher than the prevalence of cyberbullying (London School of Economics, 2011).
Children surveyed were also asked about bullying
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incidents that occurred around or on the way to
school. The survey asked children how often they:
1) were hit or physically attacked; 2) had been
forced to do something they did not want to do;
3) had been afraid; and 4) had felt threatened on
their way to school. Around the school, 4% of
children in the four provinces reported that they
were ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ hit or physically attacked on their way to school, and 5% were
forced to do something they did not want to do on
their way to school with the same frequency. 11%
of children reported that they were ‘always’, ‘often’
or ‘sometimes’ afraid on their way to school, and
6% reported feeling threatened on their way to
school with the same frequency (Figure 3). The
data clearly indicates that the most significant
threats occurred inside the classroom and not
around the school. In terms of the frequency with
which children reported bullying victimization
in an average week, 27%—the largest share—
mentioned that this had occurred once (Figure 4).
In the focus group discussions conducted with
girls, a 14-year-old in Colombo described how she
had been the victim of physical and psychological
bullying at an all-girls school.

Moderator– “It says that you are afraid of some
of the students in your class. You have been
threatened by them. It says they have kicked you,
pushed you onto the floor and beaten you.”
Participant – “Yes...when she pushes me, she
says that it was an accident, but she does it on
purpose....”
In qualitative discussions it was also widely
observed that psychological bullying often took the
form of scolding or blaming—particularly, blaming
victims for something they had no control over.
For example, a young boy of 13 from Colombo
described the following: “There is a boy in my
class who never writes down anything the teacher
says and he doesn’t do his math homework either.
So, what he does is he always copies everything
from me. He just grabs my book. I couldn’t take
it anymore, so one day I told him I can’t show
my homework, and he scolded me in front of the
whole class, telling everyone that I am selfish and
a bad person. From then onwards whenever he
got the chance, he yelled at me... even for small
things. He would scold me even if I accidentally
bumped into him in a crowd.”

FIGURE 2 | Share (%) of children who were victims of bullying in school

100%

47%

80%
60%
40%
20%

30%
13%

12%

12%

11%

10%

4%

0%

of children were victims of at
least one form of physical or
psychological bullying in or
around the school
Authors’ database: N=1647
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My classmates
I have been hurt
often leave me
on the internet
alone
I have been
My classmates
I was afraid
of my classmates hit by my classmates forced me to do
something I did not
want to do

My classmates
made fun of me

I felt threatened
by my classmates
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Another common form of psychological bullying
discussed by several children involved the
mocking of people close to the victim. This deeply
affected victims since it involved their families or
loved ones, giving them a sense of hopelessness
and impacting their self-confidence. For example,
a victim in Matara aged 14, described: “They
[classmates] humiliate me.... saying things about
my father. He is very old, so his hair is greying.

They say that I come to school with my grandfather. I tried to tell them many times [that] it’s
my father...but they won’t listen...they have told
everyone in the class that I come to school with
my grandfather.”
Although the qualitative discussions revealed that
it is more common for introverted children to be
the victims of bullying, extroverted children were

FIGURE 3 | Share (%) of children who were victims of bullying around the school
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FIGURE 4 | Frequency of bullying victimization in an average week
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not exempt. In one of the discussions, a considerably forward and extroverted child described being
constantly nagged by peers for their entertainment. What the bullies expected was a dramatic
reaction from the victim which would gave a

“kick” to the mundane atmosphere that children
were experiencing in the classroom.
When comparing the rates of bullying victimization between boys and girls, the data indicates

BOX 2

Prevalence of cyberbullying
Although studies in the global literature on bullying abound, since the subject was established as
a topic of serious academic inquiry in the 1990s, it is only in more recent years that attention has
been paid to cyberbullying. However, most of the evidence has been drawn from high-income
country settings. The prevalence of cyberbullying in seven European countries was estimated at
12% in 2014 (Global Kids Online, cited in UNESCO, 2018). Given the scarcity of data on cyberbullying in low- and middle-income country settings, this study fills an important gap and constitutes
an initial effort to provide estimates on the prevalence of cyberbullying in four provinces representative of Sri Lanka.
A cross sectional study among 825 grade 12 students in Colombo using a multi stage
clustering sampling method indicated a lifetime prevalence of cyber bullying of 18%. (Nazeer &
Pathmeswaran, 2017)
The estimates drawn from this study indicate that only a very small share (4.2%) of survey respondents (n=20) of internet users (n=479), had been hurt on the internet8 by people in their school. Of
this small population of cyberbullying victims, 30% (n=6) indicated that nasty or hurtful messages
had been sent to them by people in their school; and 15% (n=3) indicated that nasty or hurtful
messages were passed around or posted by people in their school on the internet where others
could see. According to recent estimates, Internet coverage in Sri Lanka stood at 47%, and social
media usage for the general population stands at 30% in 2020 (Datareportal, 2020).
When asked about the spaces of the internet where cyberbullying most often took place, the
largest share of cyberbullying victims, 45% (n=9) identified social network sites (i.e., Facebook,
WhatsApp, Instagram), followed by gaming websites, 30% (n=6). Unfortunately, because there is
no existing data on cyberbullying in Sri Lanka, it is difficult to know if this proportion has been rising
in recent years, but prevalence rates seem to be lower than those seen in developed countries,
where figures are estimated at around 10% to 15%. The low estimated prevalence of cyberbullying
could be attributed to children not identifying apps (such as WhatsApp) where cyberbullying occurs
as internet based. Future studies should incorporate a clear definition of internet to avoid an underestimation of the prevalence rates of cyberbullying amongst children.
8.
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Children were first asked whether they had “been hurt on the internet by people in their school”. A follow-up question asked “in
what spaces of the internet has this happened”, with options specifying: 1) on a social networking site (Facebook, WhatsApp,
Viber, Instagram); 2) by instant messaging (SMS); 3) in a chatroom; 4) by email; 5) in a gaming website; and 6) some other way
on the Internet (specify).

Findings

that although most physical bullying was reported
amongst boys, girls were not exempt. For the item
“being hit by one or several of my classmates”,
6% of girls indicated that they had ‘always’, ‘often’,
or ‘sometimes’ been victims. This proportion was
smaller than the share of boys (17%) who reported
being hit by one or several classmates. This finding
is consistent with the common belief that boys
tend to be the victims of physical bullying more
than girls. When looking at disaggregated data
for psychological bullying, prevalence rates of
victimization amongst girls were markedly higher
in comparison to physical bullying, although rates
were still smaller when compared to boys. The
share of girls who were made fun of was 24%;
for boys, the corresponding figure was 35%. The
share of girls who were afraid of their classmates
was 9% in comparison to a figure of 16% for boys
(Figure 6). Figure 5 illustrates that the largest
differences in bullying victimization are visible for
the item “being hit”, where the victimization rate
for boys is almost three times (2.7X) as high as the
corresponding rate for girls. According to UNICEF
(2014), available data suggests that boys are

more likely to experience physical violence while
girls are more likely to experience psychological
violence. While data collected in Sri Lanka supports
the finding that girls experience more psychological forms of bullying in comparison to physical
bullying, it does not support the latter. Rather, data
suggests that rates of psychological bullying are
also higher for boys than for girls in the Sri Lankan
context.
Disaggregating the data by age groups reveals
that there is a higher prevalence of victimization
of physical bullying in the younger age group (12
to 14) sampled, specifically for the item “being
hit by one or several classmates”, where 16% of
children in this age group reported being victimized
‘often’, ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’. The corresponding
percentage for those aged 15 to 18 was half, 8%.
For psychological bullying, a similar pattern was
found, with the largest share of bullying taking
place in the youngest age group. For example, for
the item “being threatened”, 13% of children in
the age group 12 to 14 reported feeling threatened
‘often’, ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’. The corresponding

FIGURE 5 | Share (%) of boys and girls that have faced different forms of bullying victimization
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share for the age group 15 to 18 was 10%.
According to GSHS data cited in UNESCO (2018),
as children grow older, they experience less
violence perpetrated by peers.9 The evidence

for Sri Lanka seems to correspond with these
trends, with a lower share of bullying victimization
reported among the older children sampled (Figure
7).

FIGURE 6 | Difference in share of boys and girls that have experienced different forms of bullying
victimization
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FIGURE 7 | Share (%) of bullying victimization by age group
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Globally, the proportion of students who report being bullied decreases with age, from 33% in those aged 13, to 32.3% in those
aged 14, to 30.4% in those aged 15.

28%
children were by-standers of at least
one form of physical or psychological
bullying
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BOX 3

Correlates of bullying victimization
Given that the survey data collected asked respondents detailed questions about their background,
the study explored whether any background variables – particularly ethnicity, religion, type of
school the child attends or socioeconomic variables (parents’ education) increased the likelihood
that a student would be a victim of bullying. To determine if this was the case, logistic regressions
were run on the dependent variable—bullying victimization, which was coded as a dummy variable
(1=victim, 0=non-victim). The explanatory independent variables introduced in the model were:
1) ethnicity (Sinhalese and non-Sinhalese (Tamil, Muslim, Burgher or other)); 2) religion (Buddhist,
Muslim, Hindu or Others); 3) type of school the child attended (public or private); and 4) parents’
education. The predicted hypothesis was that children belonging to a particular ethnic group
(non-Sinhalese) and religion (Muslim), attending public school and coming from households with
parents with lower educational achievement were more likely to be victims of bullying by their
peers.
To test these hypotheses, a logistic regression with the variables specified above was run. Because
the output from logistic regressions is reported as odds-ratios and these are difficult to interpret,
marginal effects were run. The results indicated that only the variable ethnicity had a significant
value (p<.10), indicating that this was salient in explaining a lower likelihood of bullying victimization.
Specifically, the results found that Sinhalese children were 12% percentage points less likely to be
victims of bullying by their peers in comparison to children from other ethnicities (Tamil, Muslim,
Burgher or other).
Predicted probability of bullying victimization according to victim characteristics
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Marginal effects

Standard error

P-value

Significance

Ethnicity

-0.121

0.068

0.077

*

Religion

0.044

0.068

0.513

Type of school

0.102

0.226

0.650

Parents’ education

0.001

0.006

0.757
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3.3 BULLYING PERPETRATION
Bullying perpetration was found to be somewhat
widespread in the four provinces of Sri Lanka
included in this study, with 34% of children
surveyed admitting to having perpetrated at
least one form of either physical or psychological
forms of bullying. Children surveyed were asked
to indicate the frequency with which they were
perpetrators of physical and psychological bullying
in and around the school. The survey asked
children how often they had: 1) pushed, punched
or slapped a classmate; 2) made another student
do something that they did not want to do; 3)
verbally threatened another student; 4) made fun
of another student; or 5) left out another student.
Considering the different forms of bullying, 14% of
children sampled reported that in the past month
they had ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ pushed
or slapped a classmate, and 5% reported that they
‘always’, ‘often’, or ‘sometimes’ made a student to
do something they did not want to do. Perpetration

prevalence rates were higher for psychological
bullying in comparison to physical bullying. Around
19% of children sampled reported that they had
verbally threatened another student ‘always’,
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’; 14% had made fun of
another student and/or called another student
mean names with the same frequency; and 10%
had purposely left out/ignored another student
with the same frequency (Figure 8). When asked
about the frequency that this type of bullying
occurred in an average week, the largest share of
perpetrators who did indicate a frequency, 24%,
reported that this was one time. It is interesting to
note that 41% of the perpetrators did not want to
respond to the question or did not know how often
they had bullied their peers (Figure 9).
When comparing the rates of bullying perpetration
by gender, boys reported consistently higher levels
of physical and psychological bullying perpetration in comparison to girls. In regard to physical

FIGURE 8 | Share (%) of children who perpetrated different forms of bullying
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bullying, data indicates that 21% of boys surveyed
reported that they ‘always’, ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’
pushed or slapped a classmate, in comparison to
the corresponding figure of 7% for girls. This item
had the largest difference in bullying perpetration
between boys and girls, with boys perpetrating this
form of bullying three times more than girls (Figure
10). Boys were also shown to make other students
do something that they did not want to do 2.8
times more than girls. In regard to psychological

bullying, 22% of boys reported that they ‘always’,
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ verbally threatened another
student, while the corresponding figure for girls
was 14% (see Figure 10). Although the literature
on bullying concentrates more on victims than on
perpetrators, existing evidence indicates that most
perpetrators tend to be boys, particularly in the
case of physical bullying (see for example Hemphill
et al., 2012; Ttofi et al., 2011).

FIGURE 9 | Frequency of bullying perpetration in an average week
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FIGURE 10 | Share (%) of boys and girls that have been perpetrators of bullying
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Overall, focus group discussions with children
showed that in the minds of the perpetrators,
psychological or physical forms of bullying were
identified as “harmless teasing” or “reforming a
weak child”. Some of the children who participated
in the focus group discussions considered the
victims to be exaggerating the consequences of
bullying.

stage of physical violence. In a case described by a
girl in Colombo in the age group 13 to 15, a victim
(another girl) is made fun of for not having access
to items that her peers had access to: “When
we have our dancing period in school, we have to
bring a pair of tights to wear. When this girl didn’t
bring the tights, they [girls in the class] will tell the
teacher and they will laugh and push that girl away
and they bully her.”

The majority of the qualitative evidence also
revealed an escalation in the forms of bullying
perpetrated. Typically, perpetrators start by verbally
threatening victims (expecting a trigger), then
moved on to more severe acts of bullying like
pushing or shoving, followed by beatings. As a
school boy from Matara aged 14, described: “They
will first push me, then I will hit them, and they
will hit me back. Then, only one person will hit me,
but the other children will restrain me. In class he
will come and ask, ‘are you afraid of me?’ When I
say ‘no’, he will hit me. Also, whenever we cross
each other, he will push me.”

When disaggregating data by age group, data on
physical bullying indicates that there was practically no difference in the share of perpetrators
in different age groups. Specifically, for the item
“pushing or slapping a classmate”, 13% of children
aged 12 to 14 indicated doing this ‘always’, ‘often’
or ‘sometimes’; the corresponding percentage for
those aged 15 to 18 was identical. Similarly, 4% of
children aged 12 to 14 indicated making students
do something that they did not want to do; the
corresponding share for those aged 15 to 18 was
5%. For psychological bullying, data indicates
similar findings, where there were practically no
differences in the share of children who were
perpetrators by age group. Not much research has
examined the prevalence rates of perpetration by
age groups, but this study seems to suggest that

For girls, it was mainly observed that a longer
process of humiliation involving the perpetrator,
an audience, and an authority figure supporting
the cause, would take place before reaching the

FIGURE 11 | Share (%) of bullying perpetration by age group
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bullying perpetrators are slightly, but not notably,
more common in the older age groups. Qualitative findings detailed further in section 3.5 reveal
that older students do in fact bully their younger
counterparts (Figure 11), suggesting that bullying

perpetration may be more common amongst older
age groups in comparison to the youngest age
group. An in depth exploration on the profile of
bullying perpetrators is necessary in order to reach
definitive conclusions.

BOX 4

Bullying perpetrators and life skills
There is a large body of research exploring the correlates of bullying victimization accounting for factors
that emanate from different levels of the ecological model originally developed by Urie Bronfenbrenner
(1979). At the structural level, factors such as gender norms that favor boys over girls or high inequalities in income and education can contribute to bullying victimization. At the institutional/school level,
factors such as large classroom sizes, inadequate teacher supervision and bullying/corporal punishment
practiced by teachers can increase the prevalence of bullying in a given school (UNESCO, 2017). At the
individual level, a child’s deviation from traditional standards of appearance (i.e. being shorter than the
average height, above the average weight or wearing glasses), not ascribing to heteronormative standards (standards that reflect that heterosexuality is the norm or default sexual orientation), belonging to an
ethnic minority or belonging to a migrant population are all factors that increase the likelihood of bullying
victimization (2017).
An important question that has remained relatively
unexplored in the literature is whether life skills (or
the lack thereof) plays any role in the perpetration
of bullying. The administered survey in this study
asked children about five life skills, essentially
how often they: 1) felt sad when a friend was
hurt; 2) felt sad when they saw someone being
treated unfairly; 3) cared a lot about how people
around them felt; 4) tried to comfort those around
them who were sad; and 5) helped new students
integrate into the school community (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.61). The share of children who reported
that they ‘always’ or ‘often’ felt sad when a friend
was hurt was 43% amongst perpetrators and
among non-perpetrators. Similarly, the share of
children who felt sad when they saw someone
being treated unfairly was 47% amongst perpetrators and 43% among non-perpetrators.
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Source: Adapted from Bronfenbrenner, 1979
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T-tests were conducted for each of the five life skill items listed above. These revealed that although
there were small differences in the mean percentage of life skills between bullying perpetrators and
non-perpetrators for most items, there was a statistically significant difference between these two
groups in only two of the life skills: being sad when a friend is being treated unfairly (life skill 2) and
helping new students integrate into the school community (life skill 5). In regard to feeling sad when
someone is being treated unfairly, the share of perpetrators was significantly higher than the share of
non-perpetrators, which was a counterintuitive finding. One possible explanation is that children who
bully others might be especially aware of the effects of bullying and can be particularly troubled when
they see this sort of behavior emanating from someone other than themselves. However, the results
also indicate that there is a statistically significant difference between the groups in regard to the life
skill of helping with the integration of new people into the school community, which was higher among
non-perpetrators in comparison to perpetrators.
Life Skills
Mean percentage that have life skill

Significance

Non-perpetrator

Perpetrator

Feeling sad when a friend is hurt

43.1%

42.8%

No

Feeling sad when someone is treated unfairly

42.6%

48.0%

Yes

Caring about how people feel

46.8%

45.4%

No

Comforting those around them

56.3%

55.3%

No

Helping new students integrate into the school
community

64.7%

59.2%

Yes
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3.4 BY-STANDERS
Similar to bullying perpetration and victimization,
the prevalence of reported by-standers—representing witnesses or active participants of
physical bullying—was not widespread in the four
provinces studied, with 28% of children surveyed
admitting to being by-standers of at least one
form of physical or psychological bullying. Children
surveyed were asked to indicate the frequency
with which they were by-standers of physical and
psychological bullying in and around the school.
The survey asked children how often they: 1) made
fun of someone when they were hit, punched, or
slapped; 2) joined in when someone made another
student do something they didn’t want to do;
3) joined in when someone verbally threatened
another student; 4) joined in when someone made
fun of another student; and 5) joined in when
someone left out another student.
Considering the different forms of by-stander
behavior, 5% of children in the total sample
reported that they had ‘always’, ‘often’ or

‘sometimes’ joined in when a classmate made
another classmate do something they did not want
to do, while 13% reported that they made fun of
someone when they were hit, punched or slapped
with the same frequency. Similar to physical forms
of bullying, psychological by-stander bullying
was not widespread in the four provinces of Sri
Lanka. According to the data, 14% of children
assessed reported that they had ‘always’, ‘often’
or ‘sometimes’ joined in when a student verbally
threatened another student, 14% reported that
they joined in when another student was being
made fun of or being called mean names, and 9%
of children mentioned that they joined in when
students were being left out or ignored in the
classroom (Figure 12). In terms of the frequency
with which children reported being by-standers of
bullying, 27%—the largest share—reported that
his occurred two times in an average week (Figure
13).

FIGURE 12 | Share (%) of children who were by-standers of different forms of bullying
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Gender differences reveal that more boys were
found to be by-standers of both physical and
psychological bullying compared to girls, a finding
that is corroborated with the qualitative evidence
detailed further in this section. The literature on
bullying concentrates more on victims and perpetrators than on by-standers; therefore, evidence
on this particular group is relatively scarce. The
data indicates that 17% of boys reported that

they had joined in when someone made fun of
another student, while the corresponding figure
for girls was 11%. The largest difference in bullying
by-stander behavior between boys and girls was
for the item joining in when someone made
another student do something they did not want to
do, with boys engaging in this behavior 1.8 times
more than girls (Figure 14).

FIGURE 13 | Frequency of witnessing bullying in an average week
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FIGURE 14 | Share (%) of boys and girls that have been by-standers of bullying
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When disaggregating data by age group, no
significant differences were found between
by-stander behavior between younger and older
age groups. For example, for by-standers of
physical bullying, 6% of children in age group
of 12 to 14 reported that they ‘always’, ‘often’
or ‘sometimes’ joined in when someone made
another student do something they did not want to
do, while 5% of children in the age group of 15 to
18 reported the same. However, for psychological
forms of bullying, children in the older age group
had a higher rate of prevalence of joining in. For
example, in the 12 to 14 age group, the share of
children that reported that they ‘always’, ‘often’, or
‘sometimes’ joined when someone was verbally
threatening another student as 11%, while the
corresponding figure for the 15 to 18 age group
was 17% (Figure 15). These findings are similar
to those seen in perpetrators, where the share of
perpetrators was slightly higher in the older age
group, and confirm findings in other studies that
have found that older students are more likely to
join in or reinforce bullying compared to younger
children (Pöyhönen, Juvonen & Salmivalli, 2010).

A discussion carried out with a group of older
adolescents in Colombo illustrated a typical
scenario of how by-standers can react to a
bullying incident, showing that not all reactions of
by-standers are uniform. A majority of the participants described a situation in which a child who
could not defend him or herself was singled out.
The by-standers typically let the bullying persist,
as they feared that getting involved could make
them targets of bullying too. As the boys, aged
16 to 18 explained: “They were just watching,
because they knew that if they intervened, they
too would have gotten hit.” Not only did some of
the by-standers fail to prevent the incident from
escalating, some of them actively participated by
recording the event, which has the potential to
perpetuate the act of bullying if this event is then
shared with other children. It interesting to note
that in the incident described, boys played an
active role (they recorded the incident), while girls
played a passive role, watching events unfold.
According to parents in Matara, there is often
a fine line between being by-standers and

FIGURE 15 | Share (%) of by-standers by age group
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perpetrators, as by-standers can and often do
manipulate other children to do their bidding. As a
mother in Matara described: “These [by-standers]
are the more powerful and popular children in
the class, who direct the perpetrator to his/her
potential victim. They manipulate the bullies into
targeting the child that they want to harm. After
that, they retreat to the sidelines and watch
events unfold”. According to a principal in Jaffna:
“[The] majority of by-standers try their best to get
themselves involved, unless it relates to them
on a personal level. They are used to seeing their
parents argue, therefore [they] think of most
violent behaviors as the norm. They watch such
events unfold like they are watching a movie [...] It

is entertaining for them”.
Throughout most of the discussions with respondents, it became evident that although by-standers
do not always want to directly harm the victim,
their presence and occasional positive reactions
(watching, laughing, video recording etc.) further
encourage the perpetrator, who enjoys being
the center of attention. Other by-standers, as
described by most adults in the discussions, enjoy
these incidents and become active participants
in the process of bullying. In some cases, some
children are described as having a role in directing
the bullies’ behaviors.

3.5 BULLYING DEFENDERS
In comparison to data presented on perpetration, victimization and bystanders, a high share
of children defended their peers from bullying,
with 78% of children surveyed reporting that they
defended their peers from at least one form of
physical or psychological bullying. Participants
were asked to indicate the frequency with which
they had defended someone from physical and
psychological bullying. Children were asked
how often they: 1) defended someone who was
pushed, punched or slapped; 2) told an adult when
someone was being made to do something they
did not want to do; 3) defended someone who
was being threatened; 4) defended someone
who had been made fun of; or 5) tried to include
someone that was being left out.
More specifically, 55% reported that they ‘always’,
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ defended a peer who was
pushed, punched or slapped, and 35% of children

surveyed reported that they had told an adult
when a peer was made to do something they did
not want to with the same frequency. The data
also illustrates that a high share of children have
defended their peers from psychological bullying.
55% of the children surveyed reported that they
‘always’ ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ defended someone
who was being threatened by another student,
52% reported that they defended someone
who had been made fun of, and 52% of children
mentioned that they defended someone when
they were being left out or ignored with the same
frequency (Figure 16).
The disparity between prevalence rates of bullying
victimization and of defending behavior suggest
that bullying is more common than reported by
both victims and perpetrators. While defending
behavior was reported to be high (78%), only
43% of the sample had reported bullying

10. All names are pseudonyms.
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victimization. The disparity suggests that victims
may be hesitant to report their experiences. When
asked about the frequency with which they had
defended someone in the past seven days, for the
largest share who did report, 23%, indicated that
this happened twice in the week, although an even
larger share (28%) did not want to answer or did
not know the answer to this question (Figure 17).

In terms of gender, there were no significant
differences for most items. In fact, in contrast to
victimization, perpetration and by-standers, where
the ratio is consistently higher for boys, ratios are
very similar across gender for defender items. For
example, for the item ‘trying to include someone
being left out’ there was no difference between
boys and girls (Figure 18). The items for which the
ratio is higher for boys is for the item defending

FIGURE 16 | Share (%) of children who defended their peers from bullying
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FIGURE 17 | Frequency of defending behavior in an average week
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someone from being pushed punched or slapped
and defending someone who was threatened,
with boys 1.3 times more likely to defend in these
instances than girls.
Disaggregating data by age showed that the share
of older children who defended their peers against
physical forms of bullying was slightly higher in
comparison to younger children for three of the
items considered. For example, 55% of children
in the age group 15 to 18 indicated that they
‘always’, ‘often’, or ‘sometimes’ defended their
peers when someone made fun of them, while
the corresponding figure for children in the age
group 12 to 14 was 50%. For defending someone
who was being threatened and telling an adult
when someone was made to do something they
did not want to do, the share of younger children
who defended their peers was slightly higher in
comparison to their older counterparts.
Most of the children in the qualitative discussions
expressed that they wanted to defend their peers,
but felt they could not always do so. Children
described having had negative experiences
with authority figures, who would often punish

everyone involved, especially when the incident
involved physical bullying. They described that
teachers would often fail to look for the culprit.
As a group of young girls and boys aged 8-12 in
Matara described: “We don’t get involved in that,
otherwise our Sir [teacher] will hit us.
Most often, by-standers related feeling helpless
and wanting to avoid negative attention. This,
however, produced feelings of extreme guilt and
feelings of worthlessness that weighed heavily
upon them. As a parent of a young girl in Colombo
described: “Those who have witnessed these
incidents of bullying are upset and like to talk
about it. My daughter comes home and tells me
how an unlucky child was the victim of bullying
and how she couldn’t do anything to help. She
must be feeling highly under pressure because she
was a witness to the incident that occurred to her
friend and had to wait [for something to happen].
This bothers her...She went and complained to the
teacher a couple of times as well.”
This main dilemma between what children would
ideally want to do (defend their peers) and the
practical option (not intervening) is clearly depicted

FIGURE 18 | Share (%) of boys and girls that have been defenders of bullying
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when children were given the opportunity to
create a story in the focus group discussions.
There, they used the imaginative opportunity
to see themselves as the heroes, reacting in a
way they believe would bring justice and avenge
bullying victims: “I will hit them, I will hit the one
who is bothering the innocent kid.”

moral support to deal with the ramifications and
consequences of bullying, or aiding and encouraging victims to reach out to an authoritative
figure. These are the options that seemed feasible
to the some of the children at the time. A 13-yearold girl in Colombo, who has been a victim of
bullying, briefly described an illustrative scenario:
“After I have been yelled at by her [the bully], I go
to my friends and cry. There is nothing I can do.
They are helpless to do anything at the moment
of the incident, because they are afraid of being
scolded as well. But when I go to them after the
incident, they either go and tell the teacher or
there were times when they went and scolded
that girl [the bully] as well.”

Despite evidence from the survey, no clear
scenarios of defending emerged in the discussions. Most actions to support others that were
described in the qualitative discussions occurred
after the fact, and were not really considered
defending actions. What some children described
was more about consoling the victim, providing

3.6 WHAT DRIVES BULLYING BEHAVIOR?
There are many factors driving bullying behavior.
The basic mechanisms teased out from the qualitative insights are that perpetrators are unable
to comprehend and accept differences among
children, and anything perceived to be diverging

from the established norm can constitute a threat
to the perpetrator. Previous research has found
that in bullying instances, victims tend to be
‘socially constructed as odd, different, deviant or
people who do not ‘fit in’ ’; and this constructed

FIGURE 19 | Share (%) of defenders by age group
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deviance from the norm is used to justify bullying
(Thornberg, 2015: p.1). According to the social
misfit hypothesis, what is perceived as deviant
varies across groups; in one group a certain style
of behavior or appearance can result in victimization, while in another group the same behavior or
appearance can result in acceptance (Thornberg,
2011). Once victims are attributed deviant labels
(for ex. ‘weak’ ‘weird’ or ‘nerd’), it becomes very
difficult for them to disassociate from these labels
and these children can be bullied repeatedly over
the years if they are stuck in the same environment (2015). These different forms of bullying
can be subtle yet damaging, and can weaken the
child’s individual capacity and sense of belonging
in the school environment.
As a starting point, children can be perceived as
being different and bullied due to their appearance
or physical vulnerabilities. In this study, the authors
found that this can occur if the child is above the
average weight, shorter than average, darker in
complexion, or does not conform to heteronormative standards. According to the survey data, the
largest share of bullying victims—11%—reported
that they were made fun of because of how their
face or body looks, 4% of victims were made
fun of because of their race, nationality or color,
and 3% of victims were made fun due to to their
religion. As a perpetrator aged 10 from Matara
described: “There is a very short child in our class.
We call her ‘batta’11. That child comes close to me
and I scold her. We were playing a game where
we stand in a circle and push each other with our
bodies. Then when it was my turn, I pushed that
short one and she went rolling like a ball because
she had no balance...”
Secondly, it was observed across the locations
that children who tend to excel in class are also

perceived as being different, and can become
the targets of bullying behavior. Ethnographic
studies have indeed found that students considered to be of low status or at the bottom of the
school hierarchy, such as ‘loners’ and ‘nerds’ [high
performing students] tend to be typical targets of
bullying (Thornberg, 2011). As a victim from Jaffna,
aged 12, described: “If I get high mark in exams,
they look at me differently and scold me for
getting high marks...” This is especially the case
when overperforming students refuse to provide
exam answers to lower achieving students. As
a boy from Colombo, in the age group 16 to 18,
explained: “The ones that are seen as too proud
are the ones who get hammered...they are the
students that don’t share answers with us during
exams. Just one or two punches, but if they don’t
retaliate, then we hit them more. It goes on, and
then a whole lot get involved.” This illustrates an
important paradox. Even though children tend
to bully their overperforming peers for deviating
from the norm, they may feel insecure due to
their own inability to perform well in school, and
these feelings of insecurity may be driving their
bullying behavior. Despite what they say and how
they behave, this suggests that students want to
perform well academically or at the very least, to
pass their exams.
Third, socioeconomic differences and ethnicity can
influence the likelihood of becoming a victim of
bullying. For example, a girl from Matara, aged 12,
who was under the care of her grandparents and
in a difficult economic situation, was constantly
mocked by one of her classmates. The bully elaborately showcased the girl’s vulnerable position to
the entire classroom by pointing out differences in
appearance between the two of them and drawing
attention to the victim’s personal hygiene. As the
victim described, “she [the bully] says that the

11. Colloquial term used to describe a person who is of short stature.
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others come nicely dressed to school, like they
apply powders and perfumes and she says these
things because I don’t do these things. She says
that I smell bad....and for the slightest thing she
scolds [me]. I can’t understand... She only targets
me and another girl”.
The survey data supports these qualitative
findings: the share of bullying victims was larger
in children who were from poor households when
compared to children who were from non-poor
households. For example, of the children who
had to skip meals, 51% were victims of bullying,
while the corresponding figure for children who
did not have to skip meals was 45.7%. An analysis
using logistic regressions revealed that of several
proxies for poverty considered, “not having access

to devices with internet connection at home” and
“having had to skip a meal out of need”, significantly increased the predicted probability of being
victims of bullying. The analysis found that the
predicted probability of being a bullying victim
increased 7.5 percentage points for those who had
to skip meals in comparison to those who did not
have to skip meals. Furthermore, those who did
not have access to devices with internet connection at home were 12.3 percentage points more
likely to be bullying victims in comparison to those
who did have access to such devices at home. The
level of education of the parents, coming from a
single parent household and lacking the required
materials to go to school were not found to
increase the predicted probability of being a victim
of bullying (Table 5).

TABLE 5 | Predicted probability of bullying victimization
Marginal
effects

Standard error

P-value

Lacking required materials to go to
school

0.030

0.031

0.34

Had to skip meals

0.075

0.035

0.035

Level of education of parents

0.000

0.006

0.877

Single parent household

-0.004

0.031

0.886

No access to devices with internet
connection at home

0.123

0.025

0.000

Number of siblings

-0.008

0.010

0.449

Significance

*

***

p<0.05*; p<0.01**; p<0.001***
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According to a principal in Jaffna, a tendency to
constantly protect their territory – in this case their
school - can also be a driver of bullying behavior,
especially amongst boys. If they perceive another
set of children to constitute a threat to their area
or their belongings, they will resort to bullying as a
defense mechanism. This was observed in groups
comprising children of a range of ages, where the
older students used the imbalance of power due
to their seniority to instill fear in younger students,
with the underlying motivation to protect what
they believe to be theirs. An example is provided
by a victim from Jaffna aged 12: “When [people]
go to a big, popular school from an average school,
then the seniors mock them and that is very
hurtful because they are underestimating them,
deprecating their standards, making them feel
worthless. They ask ‘why did you come here? you
should have stayed in your old school, since that’s
where you belong! This is not the place for you.’”
Unfortunately, there is potential that children who
have been victims of bullying might become perpetrators at a later stage. According to a focus group

discussion conducted in Matara among 16 to 18
year-olds, “Victims of bullying can react in two
ways. One will isolate himself from other classmates, he will not want to mingle with anyone. He
will be ignored, he will be ashamed and insecure.
On the other hand, as a result of the pain he went
through, and as a form of revenge, he will become
violent and start bullying other less powerful kids
in class.”
When children were asked about the main drivers
of their bullying behavior, 21% explained that
they did it for fun, while another 21% stated that
they did so due to differences in opinion. Another
10% stated that they had been bullied when they
were younger (Figure 20). This is not surprising
as previous studies have pointed out that there is
a link between “previous experiences of bullying
victimization and subsequent engagement in
bullying perpetration” (Hemphill et al., 2012: p.
63). Children who have been victims of bullying
develop a sense of inferiority, and they are more
likely to bully other children (see for example,
Perren & Hornung, 2006). This finding shows

FIGURE 20 | What was the main reason for bullying your peers?
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that bullying—like most social phenomena—is
complex. Children can be both victims and perpetrators, and so the interpretation of bullying at the
individual level cannot be simplified to mutually
exclusive categories. In fact, a large share of
perpetrators are also victims. This finding was
reinforced in this survey, with 24% (n=398)
of children surveyed reporting that they have
been both victims and perpetrators of bullying.
In comparison, 22% of sampled children were
victims of bullying, but not perpetrators; while
10% of the sampled children were perpetrators,
but not victims (Figure 21).
Lastly, it is important to highlight that, by bullying
others, some children may be rebelling against
imposed normative standards, where being ‘bad’
is considered ‘good’, a phenomenon that was
originally described by Cohen (1955) in his theory
of subculture. There is empirical evidence that
sheds some light on this. In a pioneering sociological study of high school students in New York
City, Tannenbaum (1960) asked students to react
to written descriptions of eight fictitious students.

The most positive ratings were for non-studious
athletes while the most negative ratings were for
studious non-athletes. For high-school students in
this sample, to be ‘bad’—to not excel at school—
was to be ‘good’ i.e. a ticket to popularity, while
being studious and brilliant (and not being an
athlete) were perceived as causes of social ostracism. In the qualitative discussions in this study, a
school principal in Jaffna pointed to a similar trend.
He described feeling that students did not respect
him or other teachers, figures who are typically
considered positive role models, but rather that
they respected a rebellious street gang composed
of members who were rowdy and liked to scare
people in the village. “So, these students imitate
them...to show that ‘I am a big person, [I] need to
be respected by all’”. Most children in this setting
considered teachers and principals as persons not
worthy of admiration; instead, they respected and
made ‘heroes’ out of figures who instilled fear and
went against established norms.
It might be the case that instilling fear in someone
to gain respect is a common scenario perpetrators

FIGURE 21 | Bullying victims and perpetrators
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have observed among adult role models in their
lives. Cultural lessons that teach boys that they
have to be ‘tough’ and that emphasize aggression
and violence as power may influence boys to
direct a great deal of their energy into disruptive
behaviors, including (but not limited to) bullying
(Steinfeldt et al., 2012). According to others,
including the same school principal in Jaffna, one
of the key motivators behind bullying behavior is
the constant exposure of children to violence in
the household, which has a desensitizing effect on
the child and encourages her/him to experiment
in the school with similar behavior. According
to Spriggs, Iannotti, Nansel and Haynie, family
violence can shape bullying behavior “through the
modeling of aggressive behavior and the establishment of pro-aggression norms” (2007: p.284).

Evidence has also been found that exposure to
parental conflict and physical punishment are
positively associated with bullying perpetration
(Baldry, 2003). It is important to point out that
when perpetrators were asked how they felt
when they bullied their peers, 10% indicated that
this made them feel important and 10% made
them feel they could earn respect. However, a
surprisingly high figure of 37% of bullying perpetrators reported feeling upset about bullying their
peers, which shows another layer of complexity in
children’s behavior. On the one hand, those who
break the rules are admired, praised and imitated;
on the other hand, children who engage in bullying
behavior appear to be aware of its consequences
and feel bad about their actions.

3.7 PLACES AND SPACES
The majority of qualitative insights from interviews
and focus group discussions with victims and
parents revealed that bullying was most common
during periods in which authoritative adult figures
in school were absent. These periods include the
interval or recess, free-periods, and early mornings
when teachers were not yet in school. As a parent
from Matara described, “When there is a free
period in class or when the teacher is absent or
sick, then they start doing unwanted things. They
either start talking about something or start hitting
each other with pieces of paper. That is how acts
of bullying or hurting classmates start. If more
attention is given to the students, this will not
happen. When their mind is free and idle these
kinds of acts take place”.
However, most of the physical bullying that
occurred between boys involving more serious
incidents of violence took place outside the classroom. These incidents took place on the road, at
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tuition classes or right outside the school gates.
As described by a victim from Matara, aged 14,
“They wait for a chance till I come out of class.
When we were going to class after the assembly,
he fell when I accidentally knocked into him. After
school, that boy’s brother came and hit me out
of the school, on the way to my grandmother’s
house. They have seen me going that way...so they
followed me.” Another victim from Matara, aged
14, also described how bullying occurred outside
the classroom, “When a period is over, we come
out and there is an old building, which is falling
apart. This [bullying] happens behind that. He takes
me there saying a friend wants to talk to me, and
him and his gang of friends get together and hit
me. When they hear someone approaching, they
run.”
As highlighted above, among boys, the more
violent kind of physical bullying with deeper
personal motive is most likely to take place outside
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the school. However, for girls, physical bullying can
also take place inside the classroom. This is also
more likely to occur when teachers are absent.
It is important to note that instances of bullying
that involve physical harm happen in the presence
of the bully and his/her peers. The qualitative
discussions found that acts of bullying such
as destroying belongings, blaming a victim for
things beyond his/her control, and forcibly taking
a victim’s seat or lunch, occur in the classroom,
as the bully’s behavior is rewarded/fueled by the
presence of an audience. Survey data indicated
that, on average, for different forms of bullying,

61% of reported incidents took place in the
classroom and 10% took place on the playground.
These findings indicate that bullying mainly takes
place in this first space (see Figure 22). Note: This
is the average figure for spaces where different
forms of bullying occur, including 1) being hit,
kicked and/or pushed around; 2) locked indoors; 3)
made fun of because of race, nationality or color, 4)
made fun because of religion; 5) made fun of with
sexual jokes, comments or gestures, 6) left out
of activities on purpose of completely ignored, 6)
made fun of how body or face looks; and 7) bullied
in some other way.

3.8 CONSEQUENCES OF BULLYING
The consequences and scars of bullying are
without a doubt marked, and have an impact on

the child’s life and long-term outcomes. Victims of
bullying tend to view these acts as “hurtful” and

FIGURE 22 | Spaces where bullying occurs, select items
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and 7) bullied in some other way.
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“harsh”. They also feel powerless, so after a while,
they start to consider such behavior towards them
to be the norm or “accepted”. However, qualitative
insights reveal that victims do not understand the
actual motives behind such behavior. The result
is that they dwell on their perceived shortcomings, which then turn into deeper insecurities that
are reflected in their daily behaviors. The consequences of bullying are described below.
First, bullying experiences that take place in the
school can affect how children perceive and
experience their formative years. Of the children
surveyed who were enrolled in school, 10% had
considered dropping out of school, citing ‘I don’t
like school’ (36%) as the main reason, followed
by ‘financial issues’ (19%). The survey data also
revealed that 16% of bullying victims had thought
about dropping out of school, whereas the corresponding figure for non-victims was almost a third
of that amount, at 6%. Additionally, measures of
standardized testing show that bullying affects
academic performance (see for example Trucco
& Inostroza, 2017; Delprato et al., 2017, Chávez
et al., forthcoming). In fact, a forthcoming study
by Chávez et al. found that being afraid in school
was the most robust factor associated with lower
test scores in several Latin American countries
included in their analysis. This is worrisome
because lower academic achievement a problem
in itself as well as being an important predictor
of dropping out of school (Allensworth & Easton,
2007; Bowers et al., 2013). Negative experiences in
school, such as bullying, can affect school performance, which can then lead victims to question
whether continuing to attend is a feasible option.
According to a school counsellor from Colombo,
children who are victims of bullying “refuse to
come to school, complaining of all kinds of false
ailments, like stomach pains, headaches, etc.” As
a bullying victim aged 11 in Matara described, “I
don’t feel anything, but there are days I like to go
to school and days I don’t like to, not much. When
he hits me, I get fed-up of going to school. I don’t
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bother much about the names he makes up. I
ignore them.”
Second, evidence has shown that there is a link
between bullying victimization and participation
in risky behaviors, including substance use and
abuse (see section 1.2). In a study exploring the
association between bullying victimization and
participation in 17 risky behaviors amongst 6th
to 12th grade students in public schools in the
state of Georgia, USA, Smalley et al. (2016) found
that bullied students reported higher levels of
engagement in all 17 risky behaviors investigated,
including the use of illicit drugs. The study found
that across all 17 indicators of risk examined,
bullied children in both middle and high school
had a markedly elevated risk of engaging in each
behavior. The effects ranged from 75% increased
odds of smoking marijuana in middle school all
the way to 2500% increased odds of being absent
from school due to feeling unsafe.
In Sri Lanka, a 2016 study on risky behaviors using
the Global School-Based Student Health Survey
(GSHS) found low prevalence rates for the use
of alcohol (3%) and recreational drugs (2.7%)
amongst adolescents aged 13 to 17. However, the
study found that smoking, alcohol consumption,
being male and skipping classes were associated
with interpersonal violence in school (Senanayake
et al., 2019). In this study, between 6% and 7%
of children did not want to respond or indicated
that they did not know the answer to the items
on risky behavior, which could be obscuring a
positive answer to the items on alcohol, tobacco
and drug use. Logistic regressions testing non-response rates for perpetrators found that being a
bully increased the probability of non-response for
the tobacco item by 3.1%, and for the alcohol and
drugs items by 2.6% each (p<0.05). This means
that children who were bullying perpetrators were
less likely to respond to the items on alcohol,
drugs and tobacco in comparison to non-perpetrators. This could signal that risky behaviors may
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be more prevalent amongst perpetrators (who are
choosing not to answer these items) in comparison to non-perpetrators.
It is interesting to note that interviews/focus
group discussions highlighted that participation
in activities, particularly drug and alcohol use,
under the influence of peers was a more serious
concern for parents in comparison to bullying.
In Colombo for example, parents did not believe
that bullying was a serious issue; instead, they
expressed concern about the “negative influence from friends like drinking, cutting classes,
neglecting school work, homosexuality, and drugs”.
The differences in the prevalence rates of bullying
victimization and self-reported risky behavior may
help parents to reevaluate their concerns around
bullying. However, not all parents dismissed the
link between bullying victimization and risky behaviors. As another parent explained: “When a child is
bullied constantly, he keeps thinking about it for a
long time and he could be tempted to do unethical
things in society, at a later stage in life. He bears a
lot of pain and anger for a long time and when he

exceeds his limit, he can get involved in fights. He
tends to be violent and abusive at home. [He] gets
dragged into fights in the streets, all due to the
immense pressure he was under as a child.”
Third, bullying incidents cause distress in the
children affected, both as victims and perpetrators.
As the data from the survey illustrates, the largest
share of victims of bullying (35%) indicated that
they felt upset about incidents of victimization.
Among by-standers who joined in different forms
of bullying, most children expressed being upset
and extremely upset about their involvement.
For example, 39% of children, the largest share,
indicated feeling either “extremely upset” or
“upset” about joining in when a child was being
hit, punched or slapped; 27% felt “a bit upset”;
and 19% were not “upset at all” (see Figure 23).
Even among perpetrators, 37% indicated that they
felt upset about bullying their peers. These findings
illustrate that being involved in bullying incidents
– whether as victims, perpetrators or by-standers –
creates feelings of distress in children.

FIGURE 23 | How by-standers felt about joining in different forms of bullying, select items
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Qualitative discussions with children, youth
and parents illustrate that they have a broad
understanding of the issue of bullying and have
thought about its consequences. As one girl in
the age group 13 to 15 from Colombo pointed
out: “Making up names for the fun of it is ok, but
when they go overboard in an unwanted way, it is
bad. It affects that person mentally.” For parents,

qualitative discussions in Matara showed that at
least several parents had a deep understanding of
the aftereffects of bullying. One parent described
the impacts of bullying on her daughter: “She
patiently tolerates [the bullying], but is under
severe stress. She said that she couldn’t even
sleep. She cried a lot telling us this. She is feeling
down, emotionally, thinks a lot, she can’t study

BOX 6

Is life satisfaction associated with bullying victimization?
While the consequences of bullying in different dimensions of the child’s life are well understood,
subjective measures of well-being, including life satisfaction, have not been sufficiently explored
in the literature on bullying. Traditionally, life satisfaction questions ask respondents to report on
a scale of 0 to 10 how satisfied they feel with their lives at the time the data is being collected.
While subjective data is subject to a range of biases (for example, the respondent may have had
a bad experience the day before the survey and this will very likely impact the survey response) it
offers an alternative perspective to traditionally objective measures and can illuminate/guide policy
makers in a way that objective measures cannot. For example, the subjective well-being literature
has found that objective measures of wealth are not necessarily correlated with life satisfaction. In
other words, having more money - after a certain threshold - does not necessarily imply greater life
satisfaction.
The present survey asked respondents to evaluate on a scale of 1 to 5 how satisfied they were
with their lives at the time of survey administration. The data indicates that most children surveyed
(76%) were either very satisfied or satisfied with their lives. However, when comparing life satisfaction between victims and non-victims of bullying, the data reveals that 69% of bullying victims were
satisfied or very satisfied with life, while the corresponding share for non-victims was 81%. A t-test
revealed that the difference in the life satisfaction of victims and non-victims was significant. The
mean value for life satisfaction for non-victims was significantly higher than the mean for victims.
The same analysis was repeated for perpetrators. Data indicates that 73% of bullying perpetrators
were satisfied or very satisfied with life, while the corresponding share for non-perpetrators was
82%. T-tests revealed that the difference in life satisfaction between bullying perpetrators and
non-perpetrators was also significant. Specifically, the test found that mean values for life satisfaction of non-perpetrators were significantly higher than those of perpetrators. These results suggest
that being either a victim or a perpetrator is associated with lower life satisfaction. In the case of
perpetrators, the direction of this association cannot be identified: it is possible that children bully
others because are less satisfied with their lives; it is also possible that children are less satisfied
with their lives as a consequence of bullying others.

60

4%
of internet-using children were affected
by cyberbullying

61

Estimating the Prevalence and Drivers of Bullying including Cyberbullying
Sri Lanka 2020

well, so because of that, she doesn’t even go to
school regularly.” Children surveyed were asked
whether their experiences of bullying victimization affected their relationship with their families
and communities. Only a small share indicated
that their relationship with their families and
communities had been affected: 11% and 13%,
respectively. Likewise, 11% of victims indicated
that the time they spent with their families and
communities had been affected.

3.9 SUPPORT SYSTEMS
An important aspect of bullying is how victims
respond and whether they have adequate access
to support systems to prevent further acts of
victimization. Qualitative data from this study
indicates that the population in general has a
very vague understanding as to what constitutes
bullying. Although gradually growing, sensitivity
towards the issue is rarely expressed or discussed
openly.
FIGURE 24 | Share (%) of children bullied
reported to family, school community and/or
health services

100%
80%

Teachers, principals and counselors believe that
there are more salient issues concerning school
children than bullying. Although they are generally
aware of the issue, they tend to view bullying as
necessary behavior among peers that helps the
children they traditionally consider “weaker” to
improve their social skills. For example, a school
principal in Colombo described that ‘ragging’ (a
common term for bullying in the South Asia region,
which is considered to be a form of hazing) is
common in school amongst newcomers with the
purpose of having fun: “When I was in school,
bullying was very common. It happens when
children reach a certain age, you cannot prevent
it from happening with either boys or girls. I also
attended a mixed school and at that age, in order
to have fun I also bullied some of the girls. It’s a
part of growing up...all of us go through that.”
A considerable number of parents also lacked
awareness and depth of knowledge on the subject
but like teachers, believed that bullying was
not a serious issue that affected students in a
significantly negative manner, compared to other
problems that face children, such as participation in negative behaviors under the influence of
friends. These perspectives indicate that support
systems for bullying victims may not be robust.
To corroborate this finding, children surveyed
were asked how they reacted to bullying victimization and whether they told someone about the
incident. If they did not reach out for help, they
were asked the reasons for not doing so.
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Children indicated that their most common
reaction was to either tell someone (28%) or to
ignore the situation (28%), followed by avoiding
the bully altogether (14%). The data indicates that
children who were bullied by their classmates
were more likely to report the incident to their
families (33%), followed by reporting to the school
(23%). However, only a very small share (4%)
reported that they had confided in someone from
either the community or health services (Figure

Findings

24). For those that did not reach out for help, being
scared and not trusting anybody were cited as the
most common reasons for not reporting to anyone
from the family, school, community or health
services.
Children who were victims of bullying were also
asked to indicate whom they told: the largest
share of children informed their mother or female
caregiver (31%), followed by teacher (25%) (Figure
25). Part of the reason that the share of victims
who told teachers was smaller than the share that
told family members may be that often children
who officially report their peers are subjected to
further acts of bullying. As illustrated by a victim
from Jaffna, aged 9: “I don’t talk back because if
I talk back, they will hit me. Sometimes I tell the
teacher this or if I am crying my friends will inform
teacher. If they mock me, I go to my teacher and
complain about them and to take revenge, they
ask my friends not to talk to me. If the teacher
beats them, they scold me or keep quiet for the
day, but the very next day they start doing the
same again.”

FIGURE 25 | Who did you tell?
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4
CONCLUSIONS

This study found that the prevalence of bullying
victimization in the four provinces of Sri Lanka was
high. The differences in terms of gender and age
were evident, as boys were more often the victims
of physical and psychological bullying. Likewise,
the share of younger children who were victims
of bullying was higher in comparison to older
children, which falls in line with existing evidence
suggesting that younger children are more
commonly bullying victims.
As one of the first studies measuring the prevalence of cyberbullying in middle- and low-income
countries, this study also found that the share of
children who were victims was much lower than
in high-income countries. Unfortunately, because
no previous data exists on cyberbullying in Sri
Lanka, there is no way to know if this figure has
been increasing in recent years, as it has in the
United States and in some countries in the EU. The
increased use of technology and the engagement
of adolescents and young children on social media
indicate that an increase of cyberbullying victimization is not implausible.
The shares of children who were perpetrators
or by-standers of at least one form of bullying
were not very high. More boys than girls were
perpetrators of bullying, and the share of older
children who were perpetrators was slightly higher
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in comparison to younger children. Lastly, the
share of children who had defended their peers
from physical or psychological bullying was high;
however, differences by gender and age were
not as clear. In fact, the proportion of boys and
girls who defended their peers were almost equal
across the items explored. This stands in contrast
to items on victimization and perpetration, where
larger differences across gender were identified.
Qualitative discussions revealed that not all
parents or teachers were aware of bullying and its
effects, nor did they think it was a critical area of
concern. Some of the perpetrators saw bullying
as a corrective measure of children who, in their
view, lacked social skills. The study also found that
children who came from poorer households, were
non-Sinhalese, or who diverged from the norm in
terms of height, weight and other physical characteristics were more likely to be victims of bullying.
In addition, children who were victims of bullying
were also more likely to bully others in later stages
of their lives. According to teachers, children
who came from violent households and who had
accepted violence as the norm were more likely to
bully others. Similarly, children who looked up to
negative role models that participated in anti-social
behaviors were more likely to disrespect authority
figures and engage in bullying others. However,
the study found the surprising result that lack

Conclusions

of empathy, care for others, and other life skills
considered in this study were not associated to
bullying perpetration. Interestingly, this study also
found that not all children were exclusively victims
or perpetrators, and that a significant share of
children were in fact both victims and perpetrators.

amongst perpetrators. However, the study did find
a significant difference in life satisfaction—how
satisfied children were with their lives at the time
of survey administration—between victims and
non-victims of bullying, indicating that bullying is
associated with lower life satisfaction.

Some children were aware of the consequences of
bullying. The literature indicates that victimization
was associated with lower academic achievement
as well as participation in risky behaviors, including
the consumption of alcohol and drugs. Unfortunately, in Sri Lanka, there is hesitation to answer
items related to the use of alcohol and drugs, as
there is significant stigma surrounding these topics
(see items on drug and alcohol use in Senanayke
et al., 2019). The sample of children who admitted
to consuming these substances was very low,
making it difficult to determine whether there
were differences in the use of alcohol and tobacco
between bullying victims and non-victims. The
analysis did find that perpetrators of bullying were
less likely to respond to items on risky behavior
in comparison to non-perpetrators, which could
signal a higher prevalence of these behaviors

Qualitative data from the four provinces of Sri
Lanka found that teachers, principals and counselors believed that there are more salient issues
concerning school children than bullying. Some
even viewed bullying as necessary and normal
behavior among peers that helps the children they
traditionally consider “weaker” to improve their
social skills. Given this response, it is likely that
the effectiveness of prevailing support systems
is questionable. When children were asked about
their most common reaction to bullying, most
indicated that they would either tell someone
about it or ignore the situation. When they did
report the incident, it was usually to a family
member, followed by the school; very few children
reported to someone in the community or to
health services.

65

5
RECOMMENDATIONS

The following section lays out a series of recommendations for different stakeholders to effectively
respond to school violence, and bullying in
particular.
Based on the findings of this study’s bullying
survey, policymakers in Sri Lanka can:
ÆÆ Create an environment for children to learn
safely. The evidence clearly shows that bullying
can seriously impact children’s learning and life
satisfaction. The fact that children are unhappy
and not learning in school because of bullying
indicates that public investment in education is
sub-optimal. Addressing bullying has a public
good value: by improving the school environment, and improving learning outcomes,
returns from public investment in schools and
education will grow.
ÆÆ Acknowledge the important differences in
bullying patterns when designing policy.
Experiences of bullying vary by gender and
age. Public programmes designed to address
existing problems and prevent future bullying
are likely to be more effective and efficient if
they intervene in a gender-sensitive way and
pay special attention to younger children.
ÆÆ Acknowledge the importance of place when
designing policy. Where children are when
they experience bullying changes the experience of bullying. Schools can be both a risk environment and a protective environment—children reported that bullying sometimes occurs
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out of school and that it can be more serious
than bullying in school. Delivering tailored
anti-bullying interventions should address both
school-based bullying and out of school risks.
ÆÆ Mitigate the risk of victimization of children
from low-income households. A key driver
of bullying in Sri Lanka is poverty, particularly gauged through children’s appearance or
hygiene. Social protection policies designed to
provide support for school costs, clothing, food
etc. are common in many middle- and high-income economies, and are an important tool for
mitigating the role poverty has on bullying risks.
ÆÆ Create awareness campaigns to increase
understanding of, and stress the need to
address, bullying. The lack of understanding
of the consequences and unacceptability of
bullying was clear from the qualitative study,
as well as providing teachers with the time and
resources to both identify and treat bullying as
it occurs on school grounds.
Drawing from broader learning and
literature, policymakers in Sri Lanka could
consider:
ÆÆ Outlaw corporal punishment in schools in
Sri Lanka. Schools with teachers that practice
corporal punishment are more likely to have
a higher prevalence of bullying in their classrooms. Currently, the penal code of Sri Lanka
does not consider corporal punishment an
offense when it is deemed to be in good faith

Recommendations

for the benefit of the child. When teachers
punish their students this way, they send the
message that violence is an acceptable way to
resolve conflict.
ÆÆ Communicating a list of best school practices that teachers and principals can use in
their schools. A good example is the platform
set up by Malaysia’s Stand Together programme, which contains a wealth of resources
for victims, perpetrators and by-standers (see
reference list for website).
ÆÆ Establish appropriate channels to empower
children to access support directly, to help in
cases where they might not know who to turn
to, or when they do not want to reveal victimization to adults. Schools can be encouraged to
raise awareness of such channels to maximize
their impact.

ÆÆ Review examples of programs that have
succeeded in reducing violence in schools
(see Box 7). Some of these practices may be
applicable to Sri Lanka, and could aid the development of anti-bullying policies. Once such
programs have been implemented in Sri Lanka,
they can be monitored and evaluated for their
effectiveness in reducing bullying and violent
incidents in and around schools.
Based on the findings of this study’s
bullying survey, schools, principals and
teachers in Sri Lanka can:
ÆÆ Support government efforts (or in absence of a
national programme, undertake local efforts) to
deliver anti-bullying awareness campaigns
for parents and teachers, centering on the
importance of addressing bullying. Principals
should ensure that teachers and parents have

BOX 7

Examples of programs that have succeeded in reducing violence in schools
School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS)—Jamaica: A school-based
method established in the U.S. in the 1980s. It uses a tiered system approach to improve a school’s
social culture and requires the involvement of all school actors. SWPBIS focuses on promoting three
to five behavioral expectations (which are positively stated and easy to remember) and on recognizing student positive behavior. Students, for example, ‘get caught’ doing something positive and are
rewarded for these actions. By the end of 2017, the program reached 56 schools, and evidence indicates
the program has decreased violence in schools and increased positive disciplinary methodologies. Testimony from some of the schools where SWPBIS was piloted have shown positive results and, according
to the principals and teachers, have decreased fighting and improved the overall conduct of students in
the schools (PBIS, 2018).
Miles de Manos (Thousands of Hands)—Honduras: A program implemented by the German Agency for
International Cooperation (GIZ). The program targets parents and teachers, aiming to make them better
role models for their children. By 2015 the model had been implemented in more than 350 schools
in Honduras and almost 550 Miles de Manos facilitators had been trained. The first evaluations of the
program indicate a lower display of antisocial and aggressive conduct amongst the children whose
parents and teachers participated in the intervention.
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a clear idea about what constitutes bullying
and its negative effect on victims, perpetrators,
by-standers, as well as the school overall.
ÆÆ Seek out and address existing issues with
bullying in the school. Although this study
found that, on average, younger children and
boys experience more bullying, there may be
differences across particular schools. Teachers
should be aware about what type of bullying
is occurring, who is affected, and when and
where it occurs. This will help to refine the
school-level response and policies against bullying, and to inform any training that teachers
may need to receive on how to enforce anti-bullying policies on school premises.
ÆÆ Pay close attention to children who are more
likely to become targets of bullying. In Sri
Lanka, this includes children who come from
poorer backgrounds, are non-Sinhalese or diverge from normative standards of appearance.
Under no circumstances should teachers single
out children due to their socioeconomic background, especially in front of other children.
ÆÆ Pay special attention to children who are
perpetrators and by-standers of bullying. For
perpetrators, this can be carried out by supporting children through individualized counseling
and/or psychosocial approaches that improve
life skills such as empathy. For by-standers, the
provision of counseling for dealing with emotions of guilt and powerlessness is critical.
ÆÆ Talk to all students about bullying and its
serious effects. Use the material cited in the
reference list to put together a brief presentation for students. Give students time to ask
questions in case they want to know more
about bullying and its effects. Importantly, do
not use examples referring to real children or
real situations from the school, as publicly highlighting bullying victims could lead to further
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victimization.
ÆÆ Convey to parents and children that bullying that takes place outside school, such as
to and from school and in play areas, is as
unacceptable as bullying within school.
Drawing from broader learning and
literature, schools, principals and teachers
in Sri Lanka could consider:
ÆÆ Addressing behavior issues and discipline
children in school without the use of any
form of violence (e.g. physical or emotional).
Corporal punishment in schools can and will
send the message to the students that violence
is an effective way to solve conflicts.
ÆÆ Paying close attention to and continuously
supervise all students, especially at interval
times or free periods, when bullying is more
likely to occur. When it happens, intervene. Not
addressing the issue sends a clear signal that
the behavior is acceptable, and thereby, legitimizes bullying.
ÆÆ Promoting the meaningful participation of
victims, perpetrators, defenders, by-standers
and parents in efforts to prevent and respond to bullying in and around the school.
Dealing only with perpetrators, who may
themselves be experiencing bullying, is shown
to be less effective at stopping bullying than a
process that involves all the groups mentioned
above. Work on identifying the causes of their
behavior and take appropriate action. Do not
sanction a class for the actions of one student
(or a small group) when a bullying incident has
taken place—this will only further increase
hostility towards the victim.
ÆÆ Empowering children by creating mechanisms for them to simply, quickly and safely
report bullying. Such mechanisms may involve
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anonymous reporting. For example, designate
hall or classroom prefects/monitors that can
report bullying behaviors to teachers.
Based on the findings of this study’s
bullying survey, parents/guardians of
bullying victims can:
ÆÆ Check for signs of bullying. Reduction in
grades, aversion to going to school, physical
harm (scratches, bruises etc.), difficulty sleeping and self-destructive risk behaviors, amongst
others, can indicate that a child has been the
victim of bullying.
ÆÆ Consider the consequences of bullying as a
serious issue to be addressed. Bullying is not
an isolated incident on its own; it has consequences that can translate into participation
in the risky behaviors that parents expressed
concern over, including alcohol and drug use.
ÆÆ Explain to the child that it is not their fault
that they are being bullied. Children should
recognize that there is nothing intrinsically
wrong with them, rather that it is those perpetrating harm that are at fault.
ÆÆ Actively seek out the child’s teacher and
understand what the incidents of bullying
have consisted of, how frequent they are, and
ask what school policies are in place to manage
bullying in the school. Follow up constantly with
teachers. Avoid approaching the bullying perpetrators or the parents, as the actions of the
child could be a result of unhealthy dynamics in
the household, making productive discussions
with parents difficult.
ÆÆ Be ready to work with teachers and the
school to address bullying as part of the
solution to the bullying problem. Understand
that the perpetrator may also be experiencing
bullying, and that the solution proposed by the

school might involve actions (i.e counseling or
therapy) other than disciplinary sanctions for
the bully.
ÆÆ With the support of the school, come up
with safety strategies based on when and
where bullying takes place. For example,
if bullying takes place during the walk home,
a possible solution could be to help the child
to find an alternative route home, or offer to
accompany them (or help them to find a friend
who can accompany them).
ÆÆ If a child is bullying others, actively seek to
understand the cause driving this behavior
and talk to the child about the issue. Actively
seek out the child’s teacher and understand
what the incidents of bullying have consisted
of. Ask the child if he or she is being bullied, or
has previously been bullied. Help the child to
understand and consider the consequences of
bullying on victims. Ask for the teacher’s advice
as to what can be done in the household (if
anything) to reduce bullying in school. If necessary or accessible, seek professional help or
counselling for the child.
ÆÆ As part of a parent’s groups, or individually,
access information on existing programmes
that have been successful in reducing
bullying and speak to the school about
implementing such programmes. Other
countries have put in place robust, successful
programmes that have reduced school bullying.
For example, Peru has established the Sí Se Ve
programme, which consists of a national hotline
to which incidents of bullying can be reported.
As a result, there was a significant increase in
the number of bullying incidents reporting from
the year the programme was established to one
year later.
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Drawing from broader learning and
literature, schools, principals and teachers
in Sri Lanka could consider:
ÆÆ Talking to children if there is reason to
believe that they are victims of bullying and
making them feel that they are being taken
seriously. It is important for children to know
that they do not have to face these incidents
alone. Advice such as ‘ignore the bullies’ will
not be effective in deterring the child’s victimization. Never tell a child that bullying is part
of growing up and building character. It can
be very destructive to their self-esteem and
bullying commonly gets worse when no action
is taken.
ÆÆ Avoiding promises to keep incidents of
bullying victimization shared by a child a
secret. It is necessary to talk to teachers or authorities in grave cases; therefore, it is best not
to promise the child that what he/she has said
will stay between the child and the parent(s)/
guardian(s).
ÆÆ Applying the appropriate privacy settings
on technological devices used by children
(i.e. blocking a contact on WhatsApp, Instagram
etc.) and using them in case of cyberbullying
victimization. Schools, principals and teachers
should discuss with children the appropriate
methods to address bullying, and the need to
present messages or other evidence to relevant
authorities (this may mean advising the child
not to delete the message until an offline copy
is saved). Suggest that victims avoid directly
engaging with the bully online.
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Finally, there are some lessons for UNICEF in
supporting future initiatives on bullying in Sri
Lanka, and lessons for researchers who support
evidence-building in this area.
Future thinking for UNICEF on bullying in
Sri Lanka:
ÆÆ UNICEF can publish child-friendly material from
this study that helps victims, perpetrators,
by-standers and defenders to better understand
their situation and that they are not alone. Once
such material is created, it must be widely
distributed to schools in Sri Lanka. Additionally,
the findings of this report must be shared with
parents, teachers and relevant policy-makers to
ensure that these groups have a clear understanding of bullying, its consequences and
potential solutions.
Possibilities for future research on the
topic:
ÆÆ Identify methods to better assess risky behavior participation, particularly concerning alcohol and drug use, and further explore the link
between risky behaviors and bullying victimization. Given the prevailing attitudes towards
risky behaviors, it is very likely that children’s
engagement in such behaviors has been underreported in both GSHS and the present study.
Further challenging intersections with bullying
victimization include: race, disability, gender
and sexual orientation, which though difficult to
address, require serious research to ensure the
best methods are found to protect all children
from bullying victimization.

Recommendations

ÆÆ Conduct a review of programmes that are
suitable for the Sri Lankan context and assess how effective they have been in reducing bullying in schools. Communicate these
findings to relevant stakeholders, such as the
Ministry of Education, schools, teachers, and
parents.
ÆÆ Continue collecting and making available
accurate, reliable and disaggregated data
on bullying. This will help to monitor the
phenomenon in Sri Lanka and to evaluate the
effectiveness of efforts to address it. Continuing research should include further studies to
measure the prevalence of and seek solutions
to cyberbullying (e.g. Global Kids Online).
ÆÆ Continue monitoring the prevalence of cyberbullying amongst children in the region.
Given the high percentage of internet penetration for the general population in Sri Lanka and
the high usage of social media platforms, it is

necessary as a first step to estimate the usage
of social media and access to internet amongst
children and adolescents. Assuming that connectivity for children will continue to increase
in the coming years, the relatively small percentage of cyberbullying observed in this study
could increase in the short term future, pointing
to the importance of continuous monitoring.
ÆÆ Explore the drivers of behavior behind less
explored groups affected by bullying such as
by-standers and defenders, as these groups
are not typically included in studies on this topic, particularly in LMIC settings.
Despite the fact that the recommendations above
are directed at various stakeholders separately,
it cannot be forgotten that the most effective
way to address current and future bullying in Sri
Lanka is for all stakeholders to work together to
understand, monitor and address the damaging
phenomena of bullying.
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