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Abstract
This study investigates the role of individual and contextual factors as potential concurrent
predictors of bullying and victimization in male and female high school students. The sample
included 517 adolescents and their teachers. With a multi-informant approach, measures of bullying
and victimization, personality traits, psychopathological symptoms, peer ratings of popularity,
loneliness, bothersomeness, as well as school climate, were collected. A series of regression
analyses showed gender differences in the dysfunctional personality traits resulted as predictors of
bullying (e.g., Impulsivity for males and Deceitfulness for females). As for victimization, also the
role of contextual predictors (i.e., Negative Relations with Peers and Safety Problems) was
significant, with some differences between males and females. These results highlight the
importance of a multi-informant and multi-factor (i.e., individual, contextual) approach when

investigating the dynamics of bullying and victimization.
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As revealed by systematic reviews and meta-analyses, bullying is a severe public health issue
as it is a worldwide phenomenon with several sequelae for adolescents (Armitage, 2021; Modecki et
al., 2014; Richardson et al., 2018). Rates of bullying behaviours seemed to vary according to the type
of involvement in bullying (as bullies, victims, bully-victims, or no/low involvement) and study
sample characteristics (e.g., age, race/ethnicity, Bettencourt et al., 2023). Overall, nationally
representative surveys estimated that approximately 22% of students reported being bullied by their
peers (Irwin et al., 2021), whereas 32% of students are actively involved in bullying as perpetrators
during the school year (NASEM, 2016).

The negative consequences of bullying victimization on children and adolescents have been
widely investigated and include conditions such as anxiety, depression, internalizing problems,
somatic problems, psychotic experience, cognitive difficulties, and psychopathologic behaviours
such as aggression (Bjorkqvist et al., 2011; Olweus, 2003). In addition, data showed bullying
victimization is also associated with symptoms of dissociation and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(Plexousakis et al., 2019). Similarly, other findings showed that school victimization is a risk factor
for deliberate self-harm, including both suicidal and non-suicidal acts (Serafini et al., 2023).In
addition, a study showed that being a victim of bullying during childhood and adolescence increases
the risk of subsequent personality dysfunctions by nearly fourfold among females, later in life (Antila
et al., 2017). Negative sequelae were also described among adolescents who perpetrated bullying
behaviors (Parault et al., 2007). Indeed, bullying perpetration was associated with delinquent
behavior, impulsivity, suicidal ideation and self-harm, drug use, poor school adjustment, and poor
social skills (Serafini et al., 2023; Radliff et al., 2016).

Some studies investigated factors associated with bullying and victimization, deepening the
role of individual factors (e.g., personality, self-esteem, psychopathological traits; Pronk et al., 2020;
Serafini et al., 2023) as well as contextual factors (e.g., school climate; Aldridge & McChesney, 2018;
Coyle et al., 2022), but only a few (e.g., Lazaro-Visa et al., 2019) of them considered complex models

including both factors and none, to the best of our knowledge, addressed the joint role of personality
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and school climate in relation to the bullying phenomenon. As proposed by Hong and Espelage
(2012), it is recommended to apply an ecological perspective to this phenomenon, considering how
multiple individual and contextual risk factors can have a role that could vary from individual to
individual, and from context to context. The present study goes in this direction, investigating some
individual and contextual (i.e., school context) factors as potential predictors of bullying and
victimization, and comparing their role between males and females.
Bullying, Personality, and Psychopathology

Maladaptive personality traits have been shown to be strongly related to bullying behaviors:
Olweus (1993) suggested that bullies are usually extremely impulsive, lacking in sensitivity and
aggressiveness tolerance. Associations between personality and bullying have been confirmed in
several studies (see for example Fanti & Kimonis 2013; Fossati et al., 2012). Considering the Five-
Factor Model of personality, a meta-analysis (Mitsopoulou & Giovazolias, 2015), carried out on a
sample of 21 studies, showed that lower levels of Agreeableness and Conscientiousness and higher
levels of Neuroticism and Extraversion were associated with both bullying and victimization. Other
later studies (Jegede et al., 2022; Tatiani, 2023) suggested the associations between bullying
perpetration and victimization and the Big Five personality inventory confirming the meta-analysis
results. In addition, some authors (Volk et al., 2018), using the HEXACO model of personality,
showed that the low Honesty-Humility factor represents the strongest predictor of bullying, followed
by low Agreeableness and low Emotionality. In addition, Pronk et al. (2020) suggested that bullying
was negatively related to Honesty-Humility, Emotionality, Agreeableness (in particular for males ),
and Openness, whereas victimization was positively related to E motionality and negatively to E
xtraversion. Another set of personality constructs connected to bullying was the Dark Triad.
Machiavellianism (van Geel et al., 2017), Narcissism (Reijntjes et al., 2016), and Psychopathy (
Baroncelli et al., 2022) were significantly related to traditional bullying. Furthermore, studies have
shown the role of callous-unemotional traits, empathy, and moral disengagement in bullying

perpetration (Eilts & Biker, 2023).



To our knowledge, few studies evaluated the association between bullying behaviours and
dysfunctional personality traits as listed in Section III of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, 5" Edition (DSM-5, APA, 2013). Up to now, the data available investigated these
relationships considering only the DSM-5 five high-order personality domains (namely Negative
Affectivity, Detachment, Antagonism, Disinhibition, and Psychoticism). In particular, the
Antagonism and Disinhibition personality domains showed significant associations with being a bully
or antisocial (Romero & Alonso, 2019).

As for psychopathology, both internalizing and externalizing symptoms have been reported in
association with bullying (e.g., ADHD, anxiety, conduct problems; Fanti & Kimonis 2013; Haltigan
& Vaillancourt, 2014) and victimization (e.g., ADHD, depression, anxiety; Haltigan & Vaillancourt,
2014) behaviors. The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997) is a widely
used screening instrument for assessing indicators of psychopathology and has been used with this
aim in studies on bullying. Using the SDQ-teacher version, a cross-sectional study by Gini (2008)
showed higher levels of conduct problems and hyperactivity in bullies and victims, and higher levels
of social problems with peers only in victims. Other studies confirmed this profile, also applying the
self-report version of the SDQ (Marengo et al., 2018).

The Relationship between Bullying and School Climate: A Multi-informant Approach

The school climate has been defined as the quality and character of school life based on patterns
of experiences within a school reflecting the norms, goals, values, learning practices, and
organizational structures (Cohen et al., 2009). According to socioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1979), bullying and student engagement are intertwined, promoted, and inhibited because of complex
associations between individual and contextual factors. Nowadays, there is much evidence that the
perception of school climate can play an important role in increasing/decreasing risk behaviors,
including bullying (Reaves et al., 2018). Some studies reported that a supportive school climate
predicts less bullying perpetration and that normative beliefs among students that bullying is

acceptable were associated with more perpetration; moreover, it has been shown that a positive school
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climate — where students experience school as a good place to be, where rules are fair, and where
students are treated with respect — predicts less victimization and perpetration (Gendron et al., 2011).
Adolescents spend much of their time at school, and for this, the school is potentially a powerful site
for influencing adolescents’ behaviors: positive school climates are associated with improvements in
students' self-esteem and self-concept, mental and physical health, academic achievement, attitudes
toward schooling, and behavior (Wang & Degol, 2016). Two key elements have to be present for an
optimal school climate: structure and support (Gregory & Cornell, 2009). The school structure is the
degree to which schools consistently and fairly enforce rules, while the school support refers to the
ability of the teachers- and of all school staff in general (Koth et al., 2008) - to be helpful, supportive,
and comprehensive towards students and their individualities. Teachers' behaviors and interactions
with students are considered critical because they influence the social dynamics in the classroom
(Farmer et al., 2011). Adolescents’ perceptions of teachers as caring and supportive have been linked
to higher academic and social adjustment (Gregory et al., 2010), and have been shown to be a
protective factor for victims of bullying (Coyle et al., 2022). However, schools can also be the context
for an additional source of strain. In particular, there is evidence that a negative perception of the
school climate is significantly related to victimization (Aldridge & McChesney, 2018). Indeed, less
structure and supervision are associated with concomitant increases in student bullying and students
often report feeling unsafe and afraid in unsupervised places in and around schools (Vaillancourt et
al., 2010). In line with this study, also Brighi et al. (2012) found that a negative perception of school
climate, as well as loneliness in relations with peers, were significant predictors of traditional
victimization, both for adolescent males and females.

To fully investigate the relationship between bullying and school climate, some studies suggest
that the integration of different points of view could provide a better understanding of the
phenomenon and better consistency of the research results. This would be in line with the
discrepancies that have been found in measures investigating the point of view of teachers and

students about the school climate and well-being (Brand et al., 2003). Bullying has been assessed
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using different methods: direct observations, teachers’ ratings, parents’ reports, peer nominations or
ratings, and most commonly self-reports (e.g., Olweus, 1993; Vaillancourt et al., 2003). Some studies
have documented weak agreement across self - versus - peer reports of bullying, although others have
demonstrated more consistent agreement (Paljakka et al., 2021).

In support of the multi-informant approach, some studies showed the limits of considering only
the point of view of students: first of all, students may have difficulties describing themselves and
their problematic areas with self-report measures (Varni et al., 2007), tending to choose extreme
options and basing their responses on a single experience, while adults may judge their experiences
holistically. Moreover, differences can be related to children’s stages of cognitive development, and
finally, struggling students may underestimate their problems to protect themselves from the pain of
facing their difficulties (Rotsika et al., 2011).

Gender Differences in the Bullying Phenomenon

Gender differences in bullying behaviours have been a topic of continuing interest. Many
studies have shown significant gender differences in bully and victim rates. Males seem to be more
prone to bullying others than females (Smith et al., 2019), particularly considering physical and verbal
aggression (Stubbs-Richardson et al., 2018), compared to relational one (namely harming others by
spreading rumors, lies, and rejecting to be friends with others), for which mixed results for gender
differences are reported (Orpinas et al., 2015). This difference could be partially due to different
trajectories and manifestations of externalizing behaviours in males compared to females (e.g., Hill
et al., 2006). Also, males are more frequently bullied verbally and physically than females (Robers et
al., 2014), except for research on relational aggression, showing females as more frequently
victimized (Donoghue & Raia-Hawrylak, 2016). Moreover, analyzing gender differences from large
cross-national databases, a globally higher prevalence of male perpetrators and victims was reported
(Smith et al., 2019). Despite this, it should be taken into account that cultural and sociological factors
play a relevant role in the association between gender and the bullying phenomenon (Smith et al.,

2019).



As for different patterns of predictors of bullying and victimization in males and females, the
literature shows mixed results. Some findings suggest that the aetiology of bullying and victimization
may be globally comparable between males and females (Guerra et al., 2011), whereas others found
some differences. For example, it has been found that anxious loneliness, aggression, popularity, and
prosocial behaviour contributed differently to victimization and/or bullying in males and females
(Duffy et al., 2017; Sugimura et al., 2017). Also, a difference in the association between
Machiavellianism and bullying has been found, with Machiavellianism predicting bullying in females
but not in males (Berger & Caravita 2016).

Importantly for the aims of the present study, differences across gender were also found in
students’ perceptions of school climate (Koth et al., 2008), with male students more likely to perceive
the school environment as less safe — and therefore more vulnerable to the bullying phenomenon —
than female students.

Aims of the Present Study

Previous research has suggested the role of both individual variables (e.g., personality traits;
Mitsopoulou & Giovazolias, 2015; Tatiani, 2023) and contextual school-related factors (e.g., school
climate; Reaves et al., 2018) in influencing bullying and victimization; however, studies that
considered together personality traits and school climate are still missing. The present study
overcomes this lack by analyzing the role of these individual and contextual factors as potential
concurrent predictors of traditional bullying and victimization, in male and female high school
students. Also, considering the limits of students’ self-reports (Rotsika et al., 2011), a multi-informant
approach including peers’ and teachers’ points of view has been applied.

Considering the potential predictors at the individual level, we hypothesized a significant role
of antagonism personality traits in predicting bullying behaviors (Romero & Alonso, 2019) both in
male and female participants. On the other hand, considering the scarcity of literature on the
association between victimization and personality dysfunction, our hypothesis is mainly explorative:

based on Pronk et al.’s (2020) results, we expected that being victimized was related to Negative
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Affective and Detachment traits in females and Detachment traits in males. To evaluate the
dysfunctional personality features of bullying perpetrators and victims, we relied on the DSM-5
personality traits since the 25 traits allowed a more comprehensive description of personality
characteristics than the DSM-5 domains. As for psychopathological indicators, we expected higher
levels of conduct problems and hyperactivity in bullies, and the same profile with the addition of
social problems with peers in victims (Gini, 2008); also, in this case, gender differences would be
explored. As for the contextual factors, we expected that a perception of a positive school climate
could lead to fewer bullying behaviors (Reaves et al., 2018) and, coherently, lower levels of
victimization. Finally, our design allows investigating which of the two aspects, namely individual
and contextual, play a more relevant role in predicting bullying and victimization.
Methods

Participants

The present study was carried out in 4 public high schools in the hinterland of Milan (Italy),
with a total of 27 classes. A non-probabilistic convenience sample of (a) 549 adolescents and (b) 27
of their teachers (one for each class) was involved. Thirty-two (5.8%) adolescent participants were
excluded from the final sample because they yielded incomplete questionnaires (if more than 10%
of the items in any given scale were not answered), leading to final sample of 517 participants; no
missing data were found for the teachers’ sample. Two hundred eighty-one (54.4%) students
defined themselves as males and 236 (45.6%) as females. Their mean age was 15.06 years (SD =
1.39) and 482 (93.2%) of them were born in Italy. The estimate of the socioeconomic status, as
indicated by the parents’ educational level, was mixed, with the 2.5% of mothers and 2.6% of
fathers reporting elementary education, the 17.3% of mothers and 21.8% of fathers having a middle
school licence, the 43.4% of mothers and 42.5% of fathers with a high school diploma and the
36.8% of mothers and 34.2% of fathers that were graduated. Considering the teacher sample, the
mean number of years of service was 14.72 (SD = 12.49, range 1-40 years).

Measures



Tools filled in by students.

Personality Inventory for DSM-5—Short Form (PID-5-SF,; Maples et al., 2015). The 100-item
version of the PID-5 was administered to all students. This measure assesses all the 25 facets
identified in the DSM-5. Each facet was assessed with four items using a Likert response format,
with scores ranging from 0 (very false or often false) to 3 (very true or often true). The score for
each facet was calculated by averaging the scores obtained on the four items related to that facet.
The Italian version of the PID-5-SF five-factor structure closely matched the factor structure of the
PID-5 in both community-dwelling participants and clinical participants. Moreover, the factor
structure of the PID-5-SF closely replicated the factor of the PID-5-SF that was originally reported
in Maples et al.’s study (Somma et al., 2019).

Peer Relationship Questionnaire (PRQ; Rigby & Slee, 1993). The PRQ is a self-report
questionnaire filled in by students that consists of 20 questions, of which six assess the tendency to
bully others (e.g. ‘I like to make other kids scared of me’), five the tendency to be victimized by
others (e.g. ‘I get picked on by other kids’) and four the tendency to act in a prosocial or
cooperative manner (e.g. ‘I share things with others’). The remaining five questions are filler items.
Responses for each item were scored according to a 4-point scale; high scores were given to
responses indicating greater frequencies. The PRQ yields separate scores for the Bully scale, the
Victim scale, and the Prosocial scale. In the present study, we relied on Bully and Victim scale
scores. The Italian version of PRQ showed adequate psychometric proprieties (Fossati et al., 2012).

Peer rating questionnaire (adapted for high school students from Tobia et al., 2017, 2022;
Preti et al., 2018). Three peer-rating questions assessing Popularity (“You go on a weekend holiday
with your parents, and they tell you that you can bring a friend with you. How would you like to
invite your classmates?’), Loneliness (‘There are some kids who often stay alone in class, speak
little with their classmates, and seem closed and shy. How much do you think these classmates are
similar to this description?’), and Bothersomeness (‘Some kids annoy others during lessons and

breaks, and for this reason, they are not liked by their classmates very much. How much do you
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think these classmates are similar to this description?’) were administered, asking participants to
rate each of their classmates on a four-point Likert scale, ranging from “not at all” to “very much”.
A score for each of the three variables was assigned to the participants, based on the mean score of
all the classmates’ rates.

Inventory of School Climate (ISC ; Brand et al. 2003). The ISC is a 50-item questionnaire for
students, that assesses 10 distinct dimensions of school climate, namely Disciplinary Harshness
(e.g., ‘Students get in trouble for breaking small rules’), Negative Peer Interactions (e.g., ‘In classes,
students find it hard to get along with each other’), Positive Peer Interactions (e.g., ‘Students get to
know each other well in classes’), Consistency and Clarity of Rules and Expectations (e.g., ‘When
teachers make a rule, they mean it’), Student Commitment to Achievement (e.g., ‘Students try hard
to get the best grades they can’), Teacher Support (e.g., ‘Teachers go out of their way to help
students’), Instructional Innovation (e.g., ‘New ideas are tried out here’), Student Participation in
Decision Making (e.g., ‘Students in this school have a say in how things work’), Support for
Cultural Pluralism (e.g., ‘Students of many different races and cultures are chosen to participate in
important school activities’), and Safety Problems (e.g., ‘Bring something to school to protect
yourself?”). Items were measured on four or five-point Likert scales, based on the subscale. This
instrument showed good psychometric properties (Brand et al., 2003).

Tools filled in by teachers

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire - teacher version (SDQ-T; Goodman, 1997). The
teacher version of the SDQ was administered. This is a 25-items screening questionnaire assessing
the negative and positive behavioral attributes of children and adolescents. Five scales of five items
each are included: four of the scales describe difficulties (Emotional Symptoms, e.g., ‘Many fears,
easily scared’; Conduct Problems, e.g., ‘Often lies or cheats’; Hyperactivity-Inattention, e.g.,
‘Restless, overactive, cannot stay still for long’; Peer Relationship Problems, e.g., ‘Rather solitary,
tends to play alone’) and one describes Prosocial Behavior (e.g., ‘Shares readily with other

children”). Finally, a Total Difficulty score can be calculated. Items were measured on a three-point
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Likert scale. The Italian version of the SDQ-T, used in the present study, has shown adequate
psychometric proprieties (Tobia et al., 2013).
Procedure

After obtaining institutional review board approval from the principals of the schools,
researchers recruited adolescents from classrooms. Data were collected in Winter 2019— 2020, and
were not affected by the changes in adolescents’ relationships and well-being observed during and
after the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Forsberg et al., 2022). All adolescent participants were
administered the PID-5-SF, PRQ, ISC scales, and peer rating questionnaire (see Measures). The
questionnaires were administered in random order and anonymously during class time in school.
Teacher participants filled inthe SDQ-T for each student of their class. One teacher for each class
was involved, therefore each teacher filled in the SDQ-T questionnaire for all the students in his/her
classroom (mean = 22.28, range = 12-28).

All participants voluntarily took part in the study and gave their written consent to participate
in the study after it had been explained to them; for those participants of minor age, their parents
provided written consent for them to participate in the study. None of the participants received an
incentive, either directly or indirectly, for participating in the study. This study was consistent with
the national code of conduct for research in psychology (Italian Association of Psychology, 2015),
in line with the ethical principles of the American Psychological Association. All participants
provided informed consent before participation in the study.

Statistical Analysis

Cronbach's alpha coefficient was used to evaluate the internal consistency reliability of the
measures used in this study. The Student's t-test and Cohen's d were used to evaluate the effect of
participants' gender on the PID-5-SF, PRQ, ISC, SDQ-T scales, and peer rating questionnaire.

Pearson correlations between bullying and victimization, and the individual and contextual
variables considered were run; results were interpreted according to Cohen’s (1988) cut-offs: .10 for

a “small,” .30 for a “medium,” and .50 for a “large” association. Four multiple regression analyses
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were carried out to investigate the predictors of bullying and victimization for males and females,
using the forward procedure within SPSS (using p< .05 as entry and stay threshold levels). Only
potential predictors significantly associated with the dependent variables following the Bonferroni
correction were included in the model. Multicollinearity was tested using variance inflation factors
(VIFs), with 2.5 or higher used as a cut-off for identifying multicollinearity that could negatively
impact the regression models (Midi et al., 2010). Durbin-Watson values were computed to identify
eventual first-order linear auto-correlations: values between 1.5 and 2.5 were considered acceptable.
Results

Descriptive statistics, Cronbach a values, and gender comparisons are listed in Table 1.
Because PRQ bully score was significantly correlated with PRQ victim score (» = .20, p < .001), the
residualized measures of bully and victim were created to assess the correlates of “pure” bullying
independent of victimization and “pure” victimization independent of bullying (see Bresin &
Gordon, 2011; Maxwell et al., 2011). In our sample, male participants showed a higher mean than
females on “pure” bully scale: # (515) = - 2.37, p <.02. Then, as reported in Table 1, some gender
differences were found in the personality variables, with females showing higher scores of
Anxiousness, Emotional Lability, Hostility, Perseveration, Separation Insecurity, Intimacy
Avoidance, Distractibility and Impulsivity. Concerning the Peer rating Questionnaire, males were
rated as more annoying (higher levels of Bothersomeness) by their classmates. As for the Inventory
for School Climate, females reported higher scores regarding the Teachers’ Support, Consistency
and Clarity of Rules and Expectations and Instructional Innovation. In the end, teachers described
males with higher scores in Hyperactive/Inattention subscale than females.

The correlations between “pure” bully and victim scales and all the self-report and teacher
measures as potential concurrent predictors were reported in Table 2. Many significant and positive
associations with the personality variables were found. As for those characterising only bullying,
medium correlations were found with Attention Seeking, Callousness, Risk Taking, and

Manipulativeness, and small correlations with Impulsivity, Rigid Perfectionism, and Unusual
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Belief. The associations characterizing only victimization were large for Suspiciousness, medium
for Submissiveness, Anhedonia, Depressivity, and Eccentricity, and small for Anxiousness,
Emotional Lability, Separation Insecurity, Intimacy Avoidance, and Withdrawal. Then, some
correlations characterized both roles: Deceitfulness and Grandiosity had a medium association with
bullying, and small with victimization whereas Perceptual Dysregulation showed the opposite
pattern; as for Hostility, Perseveration, Restricted Affectivity,Distractibility, and Irresponsibility,
the associations were small for both bullying and victimization. As for the association with Peer
Ratings, Loneliness was related negatively to the bully and positively to the victim scores,
Bothersomeness was positively associated with bullying, and Popularity negatively with
victimization (all small associations). Concerning the Inventory of School Climate, victimization
showed small and negative associations with Student Commitment/Achievement Orientation and
Positive Peer Interactions, while the medium correlation with Negative Peer Interaction was
positive. As for the SDQ-T filled in by teachers, Behavioral Problems and Hyperactivity/Inattention
were positively associated with bullying, while Emotional Symptoms and Problems with Peers were
positively related to victimization (all small associations).
Predictors of Bullying and Victimization

Significant predictors of bullying and victimization for males and females are represented,
respectively, in Figures 1a and 1b. The pattern of results was partially different in males and
females. For males, bullying perpetration was negatively predicted by Peer Ratings of Loneliness
(p<.005), and positively by Peer Ratings of Bothersomeness (p<.05). As for the personality
variables, Manipulativeness (p<.001), Impulsivity (p<.001), and Grandiosity (p<.005) positively
predicted bullying. The model including these variables yielded significant contributions to the
prediction of bullying in males (F=5.59, p<.05). The model explained 30.1% of the variance of
bullying. The 64,5% of this variance was attributable to the Manipulativeness score. For females,
only personality traits were significant predictors of bullying, namely Deceitfulness (p<.001),

Manipulativeness (p<.005), and Risk-Taking (p<.05). The model that incorporates these variables
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contributed significantly to the prediction of bullying among females (F=5.94, p<.05) with an
explained variance of 22.7%. Three-quartersof the explained variance (namely, 17,5% out of
23,7%) was attributable to Deceitfulness traits. Victimization in males was positively predicted by
Suspiciousness (p<.001) and Submissiveness (p<.01) as personality variables, and by negative Peer
Rating of Popularity (p<.001) and Negative Relations (p<.01) measured with the ISC. The model
including these variables yielded significant contributions to the prediction of bullying in males
(F=5.59, p<.05). This model explained 31.5% of the variance. The predictor that explained the
most portion of variance was Suspiciousness (R2 =.34). Victimization in females was positively
predicted by Suspiciousness (p<.001), Submissiveness (p<.01), and Eccentricity (p<.01), as well as
by negative Peer Relationships (p<.001) and perceived Safety Problems (p<.001) measured with the
ISC. The model that considers these variables contributed significantly to the prediction of bullying
among females (F=5.24, p< 05). This model explained 43.6 % of the variance. The predictor that
explained the most portion of variance was Suspiciosness (R2 =.331). All the VIFs were <2.5,
excluding multicollinearity problems. Also, all the Durbin-Watson values were between the two
critical values of 1.5 <d < 2.5, showing no first-order linear auto-correlations in our multiple linear
regression data.
Discussion

The present study had the main aim of analyzing, within the same model, the role of
individual and contextual factors as potential concurrent predictors of bullying and victimization,
given the scarcity of literature that considered both these components and their relationships. We
also want to deepen our knowledge of the gender differences observed within the bullying
phenomenon, analyzing gender differences in the pattern of predictors of bullying and
victimization. To overcome the limits of students’ self-reports (Rotsika et al., 2011), a multi-
informant approach was used, including the points of view of students themselves, their peers, and

their teachers.
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Gender Differences in Bullying Behaviors and Predictors

The analysis of gender effects showed male participants were more likely to be involved in
bullying behaviors than female participants. This finding was consistent with Smith et al. study
(2019), which showed the preponderance of male perpetrators of bullying consistently across
different surveys. It should be noted that it is important to consider the cultural and contextual
factors in analysing the associations between gender and bullying behaviours. For example, females
seem to be more responsive to social desirability than males (e.g., Dalton & Ortegren, 2011); this
could lead females to under-report the tendency to bully others. Concerning victimization, we did
not find significant gender differences. As suggested by Smith et al. (2019), even if a male
preponderance in victimization rates was described by some surveys, it was less universal in line

with our study.

Concerning bullying perpetration, according to our hypothesis, we found a significant role of
DSM-5 antagonism personality traits in predicting bullying behaviors. These data were in line with
evidence showing that the Antagonism dimension is strongly related to externalizing behaviors such
as antisocial behavior, aggression, and substance use (e.g., Lynam & Miller, 2019). Our study
added that Manipulativeness (i.e., the use of seduction and subterfuge to influence and control
others) represented the antagonistic personality trait associated with bullying both in male and
female participants, highlighting the crucial role of this trait independently by gender. However, the
antagonistic personality profile showed also relevant differences between males and females:
Grandiosity features were significant predictors of bullying in males, whereas the personality trait
of Deceitfulness played a significant role for females.

These results pointed out that the antagonistic personality features of male participants
involved in bullying perpetration were characterized by the belief to be superior to others and
deserve special treatment. On the other hand, in our female sub-sample, dishonesty, and

malpresentation of self were the personality characteristics associated with bullying perpetration.
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Moreover, in our female sample, this personality trait (i.e. Deceitfulness) represented the predictor
that explained the most amount of variance. As a whole, our results were consistent with several
studies reporting that low scores on the Honesty-Humility HEXACO factor represented the
strongest predictor of bullying perpetration (Volk et al., 2018). According to the HEXACO model,
the low Honesty-Humility factor (i.e., the proneness to flattery, deception, and inflated self-opinion)
represented predatory tendencies (Ashton & Lee, 2005; Volk et al., 2018). Our study confirmed that
bullying behaviors were related to predatory dispositions, adding new results on the different
declination of these dispositions according to gender. Indeed, inflated self-opinion was described as
a predictor in males, while deceitfulness in females. Interventions to prevent or deal with bullying
should be tailored taking into account these gender differences. A second gender difference
concerned Disinhibition personality traits. Indeed, male bullies were characterized by the tendency
to act on the spur of the moment in response to immediate stimuli and by the difficulty of
establishing and following plans (i.e., DSM-5 Impulsivity trait). By contrast, females involved in
bullying behaviours tended to engage in dangerous, risky, and potentially self-damaging activity
without regard to consequences (high score in the Risk Taking trait). These results were in line with
previous studies that showed that impulsivity (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2011; Georgiou et al., 2020)
and sensation seeking, a construct that showed a relevant overlap with risk-taking tendency
(Lovegrove et al., 2012), are strong predictors of bullying behavior. Moreover, our findings
suggested the need to add actions to reduce impulsivity and increase awareness of risks connected
to sensation seeking next to traditional activities of social-emotional learning, which are considered
crucial in preventing bullying (Divecha & Brackett, 2019).

Taking into account peer evaluation, in our study, according to previous data, male bullies
were disliked and considered annoying by classmates (Cillessen & Rose, 2005), but they were also
perceived as having their social circle (Perren & Alsaker, 2006) and, therefore, as being not alone
within the class group. Indeed, bullying is a group phenomenon and perpetrators can be supported

by reinforcers and assistants, labeled as “pro-bully” (Gini et al., 2021), also assuming a popular
17



status within the class context. At the same time, other roles as defenders and bystanders cannot
approve bullying behaviors and, for these reasons, a high score in Bothersomeness is a predictor of
bullying perpetration. By contrast, peer evaluation scores are not significant predictors among
females opening up interesting questions on the marginal role of the perceived social role in
bullying perpetration when acted by females.

Also for victimization, some gender differences were found, although few predictors showed
a predictive role for both males and females. Concerning personality traits, in line with our
hypothesis, Suspiciousness and Submissiveness were common risk factors. Moreover,
Suspiciousness represented the predictor that explained the most amount of the variance in both
males and females. Extending Pronk et al. (2020)’s findings, victimization was related to
expectations of the signs of interpersonal ill-intent or harm (i.e., Suspiciousness). Furthermore, in
the present sample of adolescents and in contrast with Pronk et al. (2020) younger participants, the
avoidance of socioemotional experience, including the withdrawal from interpersonal interactions,
did not emerge as a significant predictor of victimization both in females and in males. Considering
gender differences in personality, our results showed that Eccentricity was an additional significant
and positive predictor for victimization in females. In other words, female victims were prone to
odd, unusual, or bizarre behavior and/or speech, strange thoughts, saying unusual or inappropriate
things. This result, in line with previous studies (Fung & Raine, 2012; Masillo et al., 2019), could
suggest that females with odd behaviour may be more likely to be victimized by others. On the
other hand, students who are victims of bullying could develop a propensity for unusual behaviors
and thoughts. Only for males, victimization was also predicted by the peer ratings of (low)
Popularity, showing how having low social attractiveness could lead to a vulnerability for being
identified as a potential victim by peers; however, also the opposite pattern, with a victim of
bullying becoming unpopular among classmates, is a possible path.

Additionally, contextual features represented relevant factors for victimization. As expected,

we found that female and male victims were predisposed to perceive the school climate as
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characterized by negative peer interactions. Past studies found a negative perception of the school
climate also in bullies (Nickerson et al., 2014), whereas in our study, when considered together with
individual factors, only victims were characterized by this factor. Also, another contextual factor
from the school climate questionnaire, significant only for females, was found, which is the
perception of safety problems at school. As past studies found males more likely to perceive the
school environment as less safe than females (Koth et al., 2008), it could be that this is not the case
for students with higher scores of victimization: in this case, females seem to feel more unsafe in
their school environment. This could have a potential consequence on absenteeism or dropout and
should therefore be considered when planning interventions.

Our findings suggest the importance of considering the predictive role of specific personality
traits in planning bullying awareness-raising and prevention interventions. This perspective aligns with
a recent studies (Gkatsa, 2023; Strohmeier et al., 2023) which investigated the relationship of
personality traits with all roles of active involvement in school bullying, from primary school to
university, proposing interventions that take into account specific personality traits as targets. The
present study could offer new insights on traits to be considered for interventions involving
adolescents, specifically for males and females. To give some specific examples, our results suggest
interventions targeting promote social skills of inclusion, honesty, conflict and anger management, as
well as empathy and strengthening of moral functioning, in particular in contrast to the mechanisms of
moral disengagement.

As for the assessment, there is a lack of literature on screening instruments that systematically
integrate personality traits when investigating bullying. Investigating the potential utility of such tools
could significantly contribute to improve the identification and intervention efforts. Creating a
screening instrument, accounting for gender differences and disparities between victimization and

bullying behaviors highlighted in this study, could hold promise for application in primary prevention

19



interventions. Specifically, regarding bullying perpetration, the tool should investigate
manipulativeness, the sense of superiority (in males), and the tendency to dishonesty (in females);
regarding victimization, it should explore impulsivity (in males) and factors such as the perception of

school climate and the susceptibility to risk-taking (in females).

Limitations

A major limitation of the present study is its correlational nature; a longitudinal design would
offer more consistent evidence on the pattern of predictors of bullying and victimization; in
particular, a longitudinal design would allow to investigate the role of individual and contextual
variables in predicting these phenomena, but also how being involved in bullying and victimization
dynamics influences students’ personality traits and their perception of the school context. The
present results could therefore guide the design of future longitudinal studies on this topic. A second
limit of our study is the fact that scores of bullying and victimization were obtained only via self-
reports, whereas a multi-informant approach for calculating a bullying and victimization score for
each student would be a more valid approach (Pronk et al., 2020) and recommended for future
studies. Also, measuring direct and indirect bullying would allow to investigate the pattern of
predictors of these different forms of bullying, which seems to be differently represented in males
and females (e.g., Orpinas et al., 2015). A third limit concerns the factors included as predictors.
Indeed, future studies should consider other possible contextual factors that could impact bullying
and victimization, such as the perceived social support and school’s antibullying norms (Saarento et
al., 2015). Finally, in the present study we considered individual and contextual factors
simultaneously in predicting bullying and victimization; further research could test the role and the
relevance of contextual variables over and above the role of individual factors, setting the

hypothesis on the basis of the present results.
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In the end, in the present work, the literature review, the study design, and the discussion are
focused on traditional bullying. However, as suggested by Pichel et al. (2021) it is important to use
a whole-community approach that includes all types of bullying and victimization experiences (e.g.,
Pichel et al., 2021). As a partial overlap between traditional bullying and cyberbullying has been
described some considerations presented in the present study could be taken into account, despite
with attention, also when considering the cyberbullying phenomenon. However, further studies
could describe predictors of bullying and cyberbullying phenomena, pointing out similarities and

differences.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Globally, these results showed that both individual and contextual variables played a role.
This result supports the model theorized by Hong and Espelage (2012), stating that the phenomenon
of bullying is influenced by many individual and contextual factors that should be considered
together to obtain a meaningful picture and therefore plan efficient interventions. In the present
study, this was true particularly for victimization, showing that contextual factors could have a
stronger role for victims, compared to bullies. As for bullying perpetration, individual
characteristics identified via self- and peer-reports were key features in determining children’s
behavior, suggesting the importance of interventions that consider these target variables for
preventing and treating bullying dynamics in schools. As for victimization, also the role of
contextual factors emerged, in particular the perceived school relational climate and, for females,
the feeling of being unsafe at school. Importantly, the present study shows that gender impacts the
pattern of predictors of both bullying and victimization and suggests the importance of considering
this variable when planning research or practices related to bullying.

As reported above, these data were collected before COVID-19. The literature shows a lack of

studies investigating the relationships between bullying dynamics and the perception of the school
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climate in the years following the pandemic. Our results should be therefore confirmed by more
updated post-pandemic studies, to verify they reflect the nowadays situation within schools.

As for the multi-informant approach, results showed that both self-reports and peer ratings
lead to significant results, suggesting that classmates are valuable observers of factors associated
with bullying, particularly for high school male students. On the contrary, despite resulting
significantly in the correlation analysis, teachers’ reports of psychopathological symptoms lose their
predicting power in a complex model that considers all the potential predictors together. However,
teachers’ points of view should be considered in future studies, for example examining their beliefs
about bullying and their personal involvement in bullying dynamics in their lives (Saarento et al.,
2015).

In conclusion, the practical relevance of this study’s findings is emphasized by the potential
applications for addressing bullying dynamics. Indeed, the results suggest the need for tailored
intervention programs that account for gender differences, advocating for a whole-community
strategy for creating a comprehensive and sustained impact on the school. Finally, recognizing the
valuable role of classmates as reporters emphasizes the potential for peer involvement in fostering a

safer and more supportive school environment.
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Table 1.
Descriptive Statistics, Cronbach o. Values, and Gender Comparisons (N = 517).

Whole Sample Male Female
(n=517) Participants Participants
(n=281) (n=236)
M SD o M SD M SD d
Peer Relationship questionnaire
Bully 7.16 1.81 .66 7.33 1.90 6.95 1.69 21%
Victim 7.15 2.46 .84 7.18 247 7.11 2.45 .03
Personality Inventory for DSM-5-SF
Anxiousness (NA) 1.49 .84 .82 1.25 .81 1.79 .79 -.67*
Emotional lability (NA) 1.18 .86 .81 .86 73 1.56 .85 -.89*
Hostility (NA) 1.01 73 .79 .86 .69 1.19 74 -46*
Perseveration (NA) 1.09 .66 .70 95 .64 1.25 .65 -46*
Restricted affectivity (NA) .87 .66 71 93 .65 .80 72 .19
Separation insecurity (NA) 1.40 .80 71 1.20 77 1.63 .78 -.56%
Submissiveness (NA) .65 .62 .81 .83 .60 .89 .56 -.10
Anhedonia (Det) .63 .64 74 .60 .63 .67 .66 -.11
Depressivity (Det) .54 1 .85 47 .66 .63 17 =23
Intimacy avoidance (Det) .64 .60 .66 .55 .56 75 .64 -.33%
Suspiciousness (Det) .90 .59 .61 .83 .60 .99 .58 =27
Withdrawal (Det) 46 .53 72 48 .53 45 .53 .06
Attention Seeking (Ant) 95 .79 .86 .94 77 .97 .82 -.04
Callousness (Ant) .36 46 .67 40 48 33 44 15
Deceitfulness (Ant) .63 .58 .67 .66 57 53 .60 22
Grandiosity (Ant) 47 .60 73 .52 .64 41 .56 18
Manipulativeness (Ant) .54 .59 74 .59 .58 48 .60 .19
Distractibility (Dis) 1.25 79 .82 1.14 .78 1.40 79 -.33%
Impulsivity (Dis) 1.02 .76 .83 .85 1 1.22 78 -.50*
Rigid perfectionism (Dis) .96 75 .79 .86 72 1.09 7 =31
Risk taking (Dis) 7 .69 .80 .80 .70 73 .67 .10
Irresponsibility (Dis) .52 .52 .63 49 49 .54 .54 -.09
Eccentricity (Psy) .86 74 .79 .81 73 .92 74 -.15
Perceptual dysregulation (Psy) 45 Sl .65 .39 48 .52 .54 -.26
Unusual beliefs (Psy) 78 .62 .57 73 .61 .83 .64 -.16
Peer Rating
Loneliness .58 .69 /2 .56 .55 .60 .80 -.06
Bothersomeness 42 41 / 51 47 32 31 AT*
Popularity 1.56 48 / 1.57 .49 1.55 46 .04
Inventory of School Climate
Teacher Support 2.23 74 .78 2.11 72 2.36 74 -.34%
Consistency and Clarity of Rules and 2.48 .64 2.72 .62 -.38%
. 2.62 .66
Expectations .69
Student Commitment/Achievement 2.24 .70 2.42 .63 =27
. ) 232 .69
Orientation .78
Negative Peer Interactions 1.18 .64 77 1.16 .64 1.15 .63 .02
Positive Peer Interactions 2.64 .69 72 2.53 .65 2.73 .67 -.30
Disciplinary Harshness 1.56 .64 .56 1.51 .60 1.65 .70 =22
Student Input in Decision Making 1.61 .6 .78 1.60 .66 1.68 .64 -.12
Instructional Innovation/Relevance 1.4 73 .62 1.59 .68 1.85 1 -.37%
Support for Cultural Pluralism 1.92 .58 71 1.86 .60 1.96 .57 -.17
Safety Problems .30 .54 73 32 .67 28 41 .07
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
(teacher version)
Emotional Symptoms 1.70 2.04 .80 1.71 2.06 1.67 2.03 .02
Problems with Peers 1.72 1.81 .62 1.74 1.83 1.70 1.79 .02
Behavioural Problems 1.25 1.75 .70 1.33 1.85 1.16 1.64 .09
Hyperactivity/Inattention 2.31 2.52 .86 2.71 2.72 1.83 2.16 35%
Prosocial Behaviours 7.22 2.32 .81 7.13 2.27 7.33 2.38 -.09
SDQ-T Total Score 6.98 6.15 .87 7.49 6.49 6.37 5.69 18

Note. NA: Negative affectivity; Det: Detachment; Ant: Antagonism; Dis: Disinhibition; Psy: Psychoticism; statistical significance for
d coefficients was based on multiple t-tests with Bonferroni-corrected nominal significance level. In all statistical analyses, the
nominal significance level (i.e., p < 0.05) was corrected according to Bonferroni procedure and set at p < 0.001. *p<.0.001 ® Due to
the nature of these variables, it was not possible to calculate reliability values.
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Table 2. Bivariate Pearson Correlation Analyses between Bully and Victim Prosocial Relationship Questionnaire Scales, Personality
Inventory for DSM-5-SF, Peer Rating questionnaire, Inventory of School Climate-Student and Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire.

Pure Bully Pure Victim

Pearson r Coefficients

Personality Inventory for DSM-5-SF

Anxiousness (NA) -.03 26*
Emotional lability (NA) -.01 24*
Hostility (NA) 23%* 25%
Perseveration (NA) .19%* 22%
Restricted affectivity (NA) 15% A7*
Separation insecurity (NA) .02 25%
Submissiveness (NA) .07 32%
Anhedonia (Det) 12 31
Depressivity (Det) .04 38%*
Intimacy avoidance (Det) -.02 22%
Suspiciousness (Det) .10 S58%*
Withdrawal (Det) .05 28%
Attention Seeking (Ant) 31* .02
Callousness (Ant) 35% .05
Deceitfulness (Ant) 37* .19*
Grandiosity (Ant) A40* A1*
Manipulativeness (Ant) A44* .05
Distractibility (Dis) A7* 19*
Impulsivity (Dis) 25% 12
Rigid perfectionism (Dis) A7* -11
Risk taking (Dis) 36% .03
Irresponsibility (Dis) 28* 19%
Eccentricity (Psy) .06 A41*
Perceptual dysregulation (Psy) .16* 30%*
Unusual beliefs (Psy) 5% 24
Peer Rating

Loneliness -.18% 22%
Bothersomeness 24% .05
Popularity .09 -25%
Inventory of School Climate

Teacher Support -.09 -.04
Consistency and Clarity of Rules and Expectations -.11 -.05
Student Commitment/Achievement Orientation -.03 -.15%
Negative Peer Interactions .10 39%
Positive Peer Interactions .02 -.23%
Disciplinary Harshness A1 .09
Student Input in Decision Making -.05 -.07
Instructional Innovation/Relevance -.09 .00
Support for Cultural Pluralism -.07 -.06
Safety Problems .07 18
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire — Teacher

version

Emotional Symptoms -.00 16*
Problems with Peers -.04 18%*
Behavioural Problems 14* .05
Hyperactivity/Inattention 3% .02
Prosocial Behaviours -.08 .05

Note: *p <.001 for the association between Personality Inventory for DSM-5-SF and bully and victim PRQ resualized score scales
*p <.008 for the association between Peer rating Questionnaire and bully and victim PRQ resualized score scales

*p <.005 for the association between Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire and bully and victim PRQ resualized score scales
*p <.0025 for the association between Inventory of School Climate-Student and bully and victim PRQ resualized score scales

*p <.0041 for the association between Inventory of School Climate-Teacher and bully and victim PRQ resualized score scales
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