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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this exploratory descriptive research using a free-response methodology was to examine 

social pedagogues' definitions of learner-on-learner, learner-on-educator and educator-on-adult bullying in 

school context. This study is one of the first studies to approach to conceptualize three different types of 

bullying from the perspective of the social pedagogues. A representative sample of 165 social pedagogues 

provided their own definition about school bullying, educator-targeted bullying and educator-targeted 

workplace bullying. Quantitative content analysis revealed that the participants held a shared understanding 

of the three types of bullying concurred with those used in the research literature – intention, repetition, 

imbalance of power, and causing harm to victim. Although, these components remain a part of the 

definitions of three types of bullying, social pedagogues operated broader multilevel bullying definitions 

with adding two components – recognition of individuals engaging in bullying behavior and approaches 

for dealing with bullying. However, differences in the conceptualization of three types of bullying among 

social pedagogues were found as well. It was revealed that social pedagogues differentiated the meaning of 

three types of bullying from each other in terms of type of aggression, power relationship character, 

manifestations of workplace bullying forms, and characteristics of the individuals engaged in bullying. The 

one occupation-specific approach focusing on social pedagogues’ perspective can enhance our 

understanding of the multilevel conceptual nature of bullying in school context.  

 

© 2019 Published by Future Academy www.FutureAcademy.org.UK 

 

Keywords: School bullying, teacher-targeted bullying, workplace bullying, definitions of bullying, social pedagogues’ perspective  

  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:kristi.koiv@ut.ee
mailto:minni.aia-utsal@ut.ee
mailto:minni.aia-utsal@ut.ee


https://doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2019.11.1 

Corresponding Author: Kristi Kõiv 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference 

eISSN: 2357-1330 

 

 2 

1. Introduction 

Most researchers (Monks & Coyne, 2011) consistently define bullying as repetitive aggressive 

behavior, with an intent to cause harm and an imbalance of power across lifetime (from preschool to elder 

age) in different social contexts (like school, prison, workplace) and relationships (e.g. families, dating 

relationships). The first and the most studied form of bullying in school contexts is learner-to-learner 

bullying - school bullying, occurring when one or more pupils engage in bullying behavior (e.g. Smith et 

al, 1999). There are two forms of bullying at schools in the educator-learner relationship – learner-on-

educator bullying (also called educator-targeted bullying: De Wet, 2010) involving the bullying of an adult 

by a child; and educator-on-learner bullying as educators’ bullying toward learners. 

A framework for the most widespread contemporary research definition of bullying integrating three 

criteria (intention to cause harm, a power imbalance, and repetition of aggression over time: Farrington 

1993; Olweus, 1999) provides a more specific framework for definitions of bullying across the educator-

learner relationship level. For example, educator-targeted bullying is aggression directed against 

individuals who guide learners’ social, cognitive and emotional development and provide security for them. 

Educator-targeted bullying include the three criteria: an imbalance of power between the aggressor 

(learner/s) and the educator; aggressive behavior is deliberate and repeated; and the aim of the aggression 

is to harm the victim physically, emotionally, socially and/or professionally (De Wet, 2010). 

However, as learner-to-educator and educator-on-learner bullying occurs within the school context, 

the place of work for educators, workplace bullying of educators includes being bullied by and/or being 

victim of teachers, parents, administrative and other staff members (including non-teaching staff) at school. 

Educators as multi-targeted victims at school are targets of children/adolescent and adult bullying, and this 

makes problem more complicated than workplace bullying in school settings. Educator-targeted workplace 

bullying (e.g. Jacobs & de Wet, 2018) involves bullying among adults in the school context has therefore 

explored educators being bullied by their principals, colleagues and/or parents of learners in hierarchical 

and/or horizontal relations. Bullying, whether carried out in a school environment by learner on learner, by 

learner to educator or by educator to educator is in nowadays world-widely researched phenomenon (e.g. 

De Wet & Jacobs, 2018; Woudstra, Janse Van Rensburg, Visser, & Jordaan, 2018) which has increased 

during last years (Kõiv, 2015). 

The widely agreed definitions of bullying in the academic literature are not necessarily shared and 

suit to the complex school setting from the perspectives of pupils, teachers, parents and others (Smith & 

Monks, 2008). Adolescent learners unlikely include any of the three key characteristics of researchers’ 

definition into their definitions of school bullying showing tendencies to link bullying with purely physical 

aggressive behaviour and negative effects on victim based on self-reported questionnaire methodology 

(Arora & Thompson, 1987; Boulton, Trueman, & Flemington, 2002; Hellström, Persson, & Hagquist, 2015; 

Smith et al., 2002);  free-response methodology (Byrne, Dooley, Fitzgerald, & Dolphin, 2016; Frisén, 

Holmqvist, & Oscarsson, 2008; Smith, Madsen, & Moody, 1999; Vaillancourt et al., 2008); and qualitative 

methodology (Guerin & Hennessy, 2002; Oliver & Candappa, 2003) research. A qualitative study using a 

focus group method found that adolescents differentiate between bullying and general interpersonal 

violence and aggression terms describing bullying as purposeful and repetitive (Hopkins, Taylor, Bowen, 

& Wood, 2013). 

http://dx.doi.org/


https://doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2019.11.1 

Corresponding Author: Kristi Kõiv 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference 

eISSN: 2357-1330 

 

 3 

Adolescents’ descriptions of school bullying generally differ from teachers’ descriptions, which tend 

to be more in line with researchers’ definitions based on questionnaire (Boulton, 1997; Menesini, Fonzi, & 

Smith, 2002; Naylor et al., 2006) methodology, whereby qualitative studies (Siann, Callaghan, Lockhart, 

& Rawson, 1993; Mishna, Scarcello, Pepler, & Wiener, 2005) express that not all teachers have included 

repetition of incidents to the definitions of school bullying.  

Educators’ (teachers and other school staff members) definitions of learner-on-learner bullying 

based on free-response methodology (Cheng, Chen, Ho, & Cheng, 2011) and qualitative methodology (De 

Wet & Jacobs, 2013; Harger, 2016; Lee, 2006) indicated familiarity with the definition of bullying used by 

researchers with some suggestions emerged from qualitative research that school bullying is an individual 

rather than a societal problem and solutions of this problem are within the bullies and the victims (De Wet 

& Jacobs, 2013). 

Also, research with group of adults consisting parents and teachers suggested that most of them have 

more precise definition of school bullying than students, often in the line with researcher definitions (free-

response methodology: Madsen, 1996; qualitative methodology: Mishna, Pepler, & Wiener, 2006; Shea et 

al., 2016). Within this group of adults there have evoked partially different views on peer bullying: verbal 

aggression (e.g. saying mean things about others) was more often an indicator of bullying for parents than 

for teachers (Cameron &  Kovac, 2016); and teachers perceived bullying mainly as physical and verbal 

attacks and parents as peer rejection by the bullied child (Salehi, Patel, Taghavi, & Pooravari, 2016).  

Learners’ and their parents’ definitions of school bullying are in some aspects similar in structure – 

both groups distinguished physical and non-physical aggressive acts and included an imbalance of power 

and repetition in their definition (Monks & Smith, 2006) with more emphasis to the harmful intention of 

the perpetrator than the victim’s harmful intention assessing as a part of the two-characteristic (repetition, 

power differential) bullying behavior (Thomas, Connor, Baguley, & Scott, 2017). When Smorti, Menesini, 

and Smith (2003) compared parents’ conceptualization of learner-on-learner bullying in five countries 

(Italy, Spain, Portugal, England and Japan) using questionnaire recognition methodology, they found 

variations in the definition of bullying across terms and countries. Also, the systematic review of qualitative 

research (Harcourt, Jasperse, & Green, 2014) reveal variation in parents’ definitions of school bullying 

pointing out difficulties to define and identify bullying. For example, parents of victimized children of 

schoolbullying defined bullying in a way that was consistent with the literature but tended not to mention 

the repetitive nature of bullying behavior (Sawyer, Mishna, Pepler, & Wiener, 2011). 

Non-teaching staff members’ definitions of school bullying often differ from the definitions 

commonly used by researchers (Hazler, Miller, Carney, & Green, 2001); likewise, non-teaching staff’ and 

students’ definitions also tended to differ (Eriksen, 2018; Maunder, Harrop, & Tattersall. 2010). Namely, 

Hazler et al. (2001) analyzed school staff members’ (teachers and counsellors) ability to differentiate 

bullying from other forms of aggression. Findings indicated that both professionals were more likely to rate 

physical acts as bullying, regardless of whether the actions fit the definition of bullying, whereby rating for 

these acts were more serious than to verbal or social/emotional bullying behavior. Maunder et al. (2010) 

compared quantitatively perceptions of bullying behaviors between pupils, teachers and support staff (e.g. 

lunchtime supervisors, teaching assistants). Results showed that adolescents’ and adults’ descriptions of 

school bullying were consistent in terms of defining indirect behaviors more likely than direct behaviors, 
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however both adult samples defined the direct and indirect behaviors as bullying more frequently than 

pupils and perceived bullying behaviors as more serious than pupils. Eriksen (2018) conducted interviews 

among group of students and school staff (teachers, principals and school support staff) members by asking 

to define school bullying. Results reveal that school staff construed a rigid definition reflecting the power 

to decide how to follow their intervention practice and students used the term as a tool for social positioning. 

Also, policy-makers were interviewed about the definitions of school bullying and cyberbullying that they 

have used in their state policy frameworks. Most of the participants’ definitions of bullying and 

cyberbullying in school context did not correspond fully with the commonly agreed definition used by 

researchers showing partial definition for bullying and/or cyberbullying in the area of repetition and 

intention without mentions of power imbalance (Chalmers et al., 2016).   

 

2. Problem Statement 

Within the school context, this must also take account of the different types of bullying from the 

perspectives of teaching and non-teaching staff in the light of their conceptual understandings of educator-

targeted and workplace bullying, whereby previous beforementioned studies have included bullying among 

learners. A limited amount of previous research, in authors' knowledge, has directed to study adults’ 

conceptions of workplace bullying and educator-targeted bullying.  

Escartín, Zapf, Arrieta and Rodríguez-Carballeira’s (2011) cross-cultural study of employees nested 

in work of different organizations identified similarities in how workplace bullying is defined by large 

group of employees in Central America and Southern Europe – both samples of adults defined workplace 

bullying mainly as an hierarchical phenomenon, where the aggression took the forms of direct strategies. 

In another effort to define the phenomenon of workplace bullying, Saunders, Huynh and Goodman-

Delahunty (2007) also collected data by using free-response methodology cross-culturally. Definitions of 

workplace bullying composed by adults from diverse personal and professional backgrounds reflected 

components used by researchers with stronger support to harmful and negative workplace behaviors and 

relatively less to power imbalance, intentionality and persistence of behavior. Salin’s et al., (2019) 

qualitative cross-cultural analyze revealed similarities in conceptualizations of workplace bullying among 

human resource professionals – repetition, negative effects on the target and intention to harm were 

typically used to decide if a behavior was bullying or not. Additional analysis of the results indicated that 

adults across the different countries largely saw personal harassment and physical violence as workplace 

bullying, whereby work-related negative acts, and social exclusion were construed very differently in the 

different countries.  

Educators’ (teachers and principals) and social media commenters’ understandings of learner-on-

educator bullying was the focus of two (De Wet, 2010, 2019) qualitative studies validating researcher’s 

definition about educator-targeted bullying as existing problem which was characterized by intention to do 

harm and repetitiveness in educators’ unequal relations with learners as aggressors. Also, the results showed 

that educators perceive distinguishing line between learner’s misbehavior and educator-targeted bullying 

(De Wet, 2010). Open-questionnaire format data of qualitative analysis gives some insight into educators’ 

(teacher and principal) understandings of educator-targeted workplace bullying in the area of relational 
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powerless of victims of workplace bullying in school context as public, privately humiliated, disrespected, 

socially isolated and discriminated (De Wet, 2014). 

Although previous researchers have examined students’, educators’, parents’ or non-teaching staff 

members’ conceptions of school bullying and educators’ conceptual understanding of educator-targeted 

bullying, no study has specifically examined social pedagogues’ views on the definition of bullying. 

 

3. Research Questions 

This study sought to understand social pedagogues’ perspectives of bullying in the school setting. 

The study was guided by the following general research question: What is social pedagogues’ 

understanding of bullying as multilevel concept? 

The present research focus is on the conceptual understanding of three types of bullying – learner-

on-learner (school bullying), learner-on-educator (educator-targeted bullying), and educator-on-adult 

(educator-targeted workplace bullying) bullying in school context. 

Specifically, current research question was evoked: How social pedagogues, as one group of non-

teaching staff members at school, differentiate their understanding of school bullying from their 

understanding of educator-targeted bullying and educator-targeted workplace bullying – two terms which 

are used interchangeably across the bullying research literature to refer victimization of educators in 

educator-learner relationship and in educator-adult relationship in school context. 

 

4. Purpose of the Study 

The aim of this study was to examine social pedagogues' definitions of learner-on-learner, learner-

on-educator and educator-on-adult bullying in school context. 

 

5. Research Methods 

5.1. Study design 

This study followed an exploratory and descriptive research design to gain new insights into 

multilevel bullying phenomena: school bullying, educator-targeted bullying and educator-targeted 

workplace bullying (henceforth: workplace bullying) using a free-response methodology. To obtain a 

detailed description of the content structure how social pedagogues definite bullying in three relationships 

levels in school context, a quantitative content analysis as data analyse method was used. 

 

5.2. Participants and data collection 

A representative, voluntary sample of social pedagogues was selected. Personal e-questionnaires 

were sent to all social pedagogues working in Estonia at different institutions (89% at schools). The majority 

of the social pedagogues who were invited to take part in the study (165 of 247) completed the self-reported 

questionnaire. Sample of 165 social pedagogues consists of 144 females (87.3%) and 21 (12.7%) males; 

24-60 years old (M = 43.31; SD = 11.06); mean overall pedagogical work experience was 14.08 years (SD 

= 10.91); and mean social pedagogical work experience was 7.73 years (SD = 5.59). 
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5.3. Data collection instrument 

Data on the meaning of bullying behavior was collected by means of questionnaires in which open-

ended questions were asked. The open-ended nature of this question was chosen because it placed no 

limitation on respondents’ identification of the number, types and nature of bullying behavior. Furthermore, 

in no other part of the questionnaire was any information provided that might influence respondents’ 

answers to this question. The participants were asked to give anonymous answers and informed that all of 

the data will be kept confidential. Respondents were required to answer three open-ended questions:  

“What is bullying among students at school in your opinion? You can use examples, for instance.’’ 

“What is educator (teachers, administrative staff, parents, other staff members) targeted bullying by 

learners at school in your opinion? You can use examples, for instance.’’ 

“What is educator (teachers, administrative staff, parents, other staff members) targeted bullying by 

other adults at school in your opinion? You can use examples, for instance.’’ 

The questionnaire profile includes also background questions to determine the characteristics of the 

respondents. 

 

5.4. Data analysis 

The data on which this research is based are drawn from social pedagogues' answers to three open-

ended questions with applying quantitative content analysis to reduce, condense, group the content, and 

calculate frequency of mentions comparing quantitatively the structure of responses of three open-ended 

questions. Quantitative content analysis was chosen to schematically and objectively describe, classify and 

count the numerous responses of respondents about conceptualization of bullying. 

A content analysis was conducted on the answers to the open-ended questions, whereby the 

responses for each open-ended question were analyzed as a separate set. First, responses to the items were 

transcribed. Next, two independent coders (authors) segmented transcribed responses into coding units 

representing a total thought that stands on its own as a single word, clause or a complete sentence. Data 

were coded using codes generated from the data itself. These segmenting procedures were found to be 

highly reliable (96% inter-rater agreement of researchers), with disagreements settled with a third 

independent rater. Next, commonly recurring coding units were grouped as mutually exclusive 

subcategories and then, the subcategories were merged into categories by the same two independent raters. 

Lastly, the frequencies of code in (sub)categories and the frequency of the (sub)categories were calculated 

separately for each three open-ended questions. A series of pairwise chi-square tests were conducted to 

examine the association between the coding frame from a data-driven perspective.   

 

6. Findings 

Four categories with 11 subcategories emerged from the data of quantitative content analysis: types 

of negative acts, definitional attributes of bullying, participants’ attributes, and approaches to dealing with 

bullying incidents. The most repeated coding units from the participants’ point of view settled in across 

these four categories were as follows: 912 cases for school bullying definitions, 798 cases for educator-
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targeted bullying, and 769 cases for workplace bullying in school context. In total, 2479 coding units were 

extracted. Table 01 offers an overview of the categories, subcategories and statements that were counted. 

 

Table 01.  Coding categories used for quantitative content analysis of social pedagogues’ bullying 

definitions 

 

 

Category / Subcategory / Subcategory components  

 

Learner-

on-learner 

bullying 

f (%) 

Learner-

on-

educator 

bullying 

f (%) 

Educator-

on- 

adult 

bullying 

f (%) 

Types of negative acts 402 (43.8) 364 (45.6) 344 (45.3) 

 Verbal* 134 (14.6) 159 (19.8) 117 (15.1) 

  Offensive remarks, insulting 49 (5.7) 53 (6.2) 40 (5.4) 

  Name-calling* 56 (5.8) 18 (1.8) 5 (0.7) 

  Humiliating* 8 (0.9) 52 (6.3) 39 (5.1) 

  Ridiculing* 17 (2.2) 36 (5.5) 33 (4.0) 

 Indirect* 172 (18.7) 73 (9.3) 145 (19.0) 

  Social isolation, ignoring 38 (4.6) 28 (3.5) 36 (4.7) 

  Social rejection, exclusion* 59 (6.5) 6 (0.8) 7 (1.1) 

  Slandering, spreading rumours* 31 (3.4) 23 (3.0) 73 (9.4) 

  Withholding of information* 12 (1.2) 2 (0.3) 25 (3.1) 

  Cyberbullying: flaming, harassment, denigration 32 (3.0) 14 (1.7) 4 (0.5) 

 Physical* 96 (10.5) 33 (4.3) 14 (1.8) 

  Serious overt acts of violence (hitting, kicking, 

pushing)* 

56 (6.2) 4 (0.5) 2 (0.2) 

  Damage or theft of personal property or belongings 21 (2.2) 15 (2.0) 4 (0.5) 

  Threatening with violence 19 (2.1) 14 (1.8) 8 (1.1) 

 Work-related* 0 99 (12.3) 68 (8.9) 

  Harm to personal position: public violence of formal 

rules and orders* 

0 54 (6.8) 0 

  Harm to personal position: public arguing and 

contradiction* 

0 25 (3.0) 0 

  Harm to personal position: publication of personal info* 0 20 (2.5) 0 

  Destabilisation: unreasonable workload* 0 0 25 (3.4) 

  Destabilisation: favouritism* 0 0 22 (2.9) 

  Destabilisation: removal of responsibility* 0 0 21 (2.6) 

Definitional attributes of bullying 258 (28.6) 216 (27.1) 219 (28.4) 

 Attributes 208 (23.1) 162 (20.3) 169 (21.9) 

  Intentionality (deliberate and purposeful acts) 42 (4.6) 43 (5.5) 42 (5.5) 

  Causing harm, hurtful by the victim (physical, 

psychological or social pain) 

39 (4.5) 39 (4.8) 37 (4.6) 

  Repetitive or continuous behavior (frequently, 

continuously, taking place over long time) 

45 (4.9) 38 (4.8) 35 (4.7) 

  Imbalance of power, inequality of power 34 (3.7) 27 (3.3) 34 (4.2) 

  Victim has difficulty to defend himself or herself* 48 (5.4) 15 (1.9) 21 (2.9) 

 Non-specific attributes 50 (5.5) 54 (6.8) 49 (6.5) 

  Bullying-related terms (abuse, provocation, harassment, 

manipulation) 

21 (2.2) 26 (3.3) 17 (2.3) 

  Behaviours not defined as bullying (single incident, 

conflict, teasing, fights between equals)  

29 (3.3) 28 (3.5) 32 (4.2) 

Participants’ attributes 176 19.3 200 25.2 181 23.4 

 Number of participants 58 (6.4) 46 (5.8) 33 (4.2) 

  Group based bullying: group of peer aggressors* 11 (1.3) 43 (5.3) 5 (0.5) 
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  Individual-based bullying: one to one aggression* 47 (5.1) 3 (0.5) 28 (3.7) 

 Participants’ roles* 50 (5.5) 98 (12.3) 90 (11.6) 

  Bystanders* 50 (5.5) 0 0 

  Teachers as victim* 0 59 (7.2) 0 

  Other school staff members as victims* 0 39 (5.1) 0 

  Colleagues as aggressors* 0 0 55 (7.2) 

  Other principals and parents as aggressors* 0 0 35 (4.4) 

 Participants’ characteristics 68 (7.5) 56 (7.1) 58 (7.6) 

  Physical characteristics of bullies stronger, bigger, 

older*  

31 (3.3) 0 0 

  Personality characteristics of bullies: low self-esteem, 

lack of empathy, poor self-regulation* 

1 (0.2) 9 (1.2) 45 (5.8) 

  Physical characteristics of victims: smaller, different 

ethnicity, appearance, clothing* 

27 (2.9) 4 (0.5) 2 (0.5) 

  Personality characteristics of victims: low self-esteem, 

shy 

7 (0.9) 5 (0.4) 4 (0.4) 

  Personality characteristics of victims: poor social skills, 

lack of assertiveness and self-regulation* 

2 (0.2) 38 (5.0) 7 (0.9) 

Approach to dealing with bullying incidents* 76 (8.3) 18 (2.2) 25 (3.4) 

 Handling bullying incidents* 52 (5.7) 15 (2.0) 14 (2.1) 

  Working with victim: problem-solving approach 21 (2.2) 15 (2.0) 14 (2.1) 

  Working with bully: rules-sanctions approach* 31 (3.5) 0 0 

 Whole-school prevention and intervention* 24 (2.6) 3 (0.2) 11 (1.3) 

Total frequency of coding units (f) 912  798 769 

Note. * denotes a statistically significant differences with pairwise chi-squared test in the level of p < 0.001 as a 

function of type of bullying 

 

Research results revealed that respondents’ definitions of bullying reflected specific behavioral 

features suggested in researchers’ definition as categories of content analysis – types of negative acts, 

definitional attributes of bullying, and specific behavioral features – participants’ attributes, approach to 

dealing with bullying incidents, across all three types of bullying (Figure 01). 

 

Note. * denotes a statistically significant differences with pairwise chi-squared test in the level of p < 0.001 as a 

function of type of bullying 

 

Figure 01.  The proportion of social pedagogues’ bullying categories (%) in definitions of learner-on-

learner, learner-on-educator and educator-on-adult bullying 
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Several statistically significant differences measured by using pairwise χ2 tests between frequencies 

of variables identified in quantitative content analysis were revealed in the level of p < 0.001 as a function 

of type of bullying (Table 01). Only statistically significant differences are highlighted in the text. 

Within the types of negative acts category, participants referred to verbal bullying (offensive 

remarks, name-calling, humiliating, shouting, ridiculing), indirect bullying (social isolation, social 

rejection, slandering, withholding of information, cyberbullying), physical bullying (serious overt acts of 

violence, damage or theft of personal property, threatening with violence) and work-related bullying (harm 

to personal position and destabilization). The verbal component with specific serious direct aggression 

forms – offensive remarks and insults, was dominant characteristic across all three types of bullying 

definitions, whereby name-calling as personal harm was more prevalent in conceptions of school bullying; 

and humiliating and ridiculing as harm to professional standing was more prevalent in conceptions of 

educator-targeted bullying and workplace bullying. Indirect bullying was included in the learner-on-

educator descriptions of bullying less frequently compared with learner-on-learner and educator-on-adult 

bullying descriptions with overwhelming form of bullying – social isolation and ignoring. The prevalent 

forms in descriptions of workplace bullying were slandering and withholding of information, and in 

descriptions of school bullying social rejection and social exclusion. Work-related forms of negative acts 

as destabilization of work (favouritism, removal of responsibility, unreasonable workload) were more 

frequent in definitions describing workplace bullying; and public harm to personal position (violence of 

formal rules and orders, arguing and contradiction, publication of personal info) was more significant in 

conceptual understanding of educator-targeted bullying. The last common category included in the 

definitions of three types of bullying by respondents was physical bullying (e.g. damage or theft of personal 

property, threatening with violence), whereby direct serious physical bullying acts (hitting, kicking, 

pushing) had significantly more likely included into learner-on-learner bullying definitions than learner-

on-educator and educator-on-adult bullying definitions. 

Within the definitional attributes of bullying category, definitions across the three types of bullying 

reflected attributes of bullying (intent, harm or hurt, repeated, power imbalance, difficult for the victim to 

defend him- or herself) and non-specific attributes of bullying (bullying-related terms, behaviors not 

defined as bullying). Although, participants’ definitions of three types of bullying were encapsulated by 

four general sub-themes  generally adopted in research literature (intent, harm or hurt, repeated, power 

imbalance), whereby there were differences between conceptualization of school bullying and other two 

types of bullying by including more frequently the sub-themes connected with difficulties for the victim to 

defend him/herself into the descriptions of school bullying. Additionally, results indicated that conceptions 

of three types of bullying included several bullying-related terms (abuse, provocation, harassment, 

manipulation) and distinguishing features of bullying from other forms of unfavorable behaviors like single 

incident of aggression, conflict, teasing or fights between equals. Within the participants’ attributes 

category, definitions across the three types of bullying reflected number of participants (group-based 

bullying and individual-based bullying), participants roles (bystanders, adults as victims and perpetrators 

of bullying), and participants’ physical and personality characteristics. School bullying and workplace 

bullying was conceptualized by social pedagogues mainly in terms of one-to-one aggression in contrast to 

conceptualizations of bullying of educators by group of students. With regard to the participants’ roles 
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subcategory participants considered workplace bullying a phenomenon perpetrated by adults (co-workers, 

principals, parents) in hierarchical relations; and educator-targeted bullying as a phenomenon victimized 

by adults (teachers and other staff members), whereby school bullying was conceptualized in more large 

social contexts involving also bystanders. In addition, the personality characteristics of bullies (as low self-

esteem, lack of empathy, poor self-regulation) were used more often to define workplace bullying in 

contrast to describe more personality characteristics of victims (as poor social skills, lack of assertiveness 

and self-regulation) to define educator-targeted bullying. Also, results showed that physical characteristic 

of bullies and victims reflected physical power imbalance and were more emphasized components in school 

bullying definitions compared with other types bullying definitions. 

Finally, within the approach to dealing with bullying incidents, participants referred to handling 

bullying incidents (working with victim using problem-solving approach and working with bully using 

rule-sanctions approach) and whole-school strategies for prevention and intervention of bullying. 

Differences were found regarding the definition the participants used for school bullying compared with 

both other forms of educator-targeted bullying: Participants included more descriptions of handling with 

bullying incidents (working with bullies and victims) and whole-school prevention and intervention 

approaches into their descriptions of school bullying definitions. 

   

7. Conclusion 

There is currently a wide variety of professionals who work with learners within the school 

community, ranging from educators to non-teaching personnel, included also different members of school 

supporting staff (e.g. counsellors, psychologists, social workers, social pedagogues). Previous prevalence 

studies indicated that the educator-targeted (Billett, Fogelgarn, & Burns, 2019; Uz, & Bayraktar, 2019; 

Woudstra et al., 2018) and educator-targeted workplace (De Wet, 2014; Kõiv, 2015) bullying is problem 

for educators, but also for non-teaching staff members (McGuckin & Lewis, 2008), social workers 

(Whitaker, 2012) and social pedagogues (Kõiv, 2017) with social pedagogic perspective on dealing 

bullying in schools (Kyriacou, Mylonakou-Keke, & Stephens, 2016). 

As previous literature had already shown that pupils’, educators’ and non-teaching staff members’ 

definitions of school bullying are not straightforward, and more attention needs to be given to non-teaching 

staff members’ – especially support staff members’, interpretations of bullying as multilevel concept. How 

educators and non-teaching staff members define bullying is not a trivial issue – they are key roles of adults 

in schools to recognize and responding to bullying incidents. People’s definitions of what constitutes 

bullying are critical in an assessment of people’s responses to bullying behavior (e.g. Ellis & Shute, 2007; 

Vaillancourt et al., 2008) and can shape how they respond to bullying in everyday life (Madsen, 1996) 

having, for example, difficulties to distinguishing bullying from other forms of interaction (Hazler et al., 

2001).  

This is one of the first studies that has tried to analyze how social pedagogues’ definitions of bullying 

can vary across three types of bullying, reflecting not only the differences but also the existing similarities. 

Hence, these results highlight the nature the multilevel bullying phenomenon per se, which have some 

‘‘core aspects’’ of school bullying (learner-on-learner), educator-targeted (learner-on-educator) and 

educator-targeted workplace (educator-on-adult) bullying. 
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At first, the results showed that social pedagogues emphasized combination of components 

(different types of aggression, intention to cause harm, repetition, and a power imbalance), which 

differentiate bullying from other forms of aggressive behaviour across three types of bullying conceptions. 

Previous studies among teachers (Menesini et al., 2002), teachers and counsellors (Hazler et al., 2001) and 

parents (Smorti et al., 2003) show that these groups of adults can differentiate between school bullying and 

other forms of aggression.  

While researchers’ definitions of bullying typically emphasize power imbalance, repetition, and 

intention to cause harm in their definitions, these concepts were identified in the present study as social 

pedagogues’ definitions across three types of bullying with recognition of several forms of aggressive 

behavior, which differentiate three types of bullying from each other. Namely, present analysis revealing 

that: (1) all three types of bullying were described by social pedagogues as repeated, intended aggressive 

behaviors with power imbalance, whereby the difficulties of victims to defend themselves were more 

empathized in school bullying compared with conceptualization of educator-targeted bullying types; (2) a 

variety of negative aggressive acts (verbal, indirect, physical) were highly characteristic across all three 

concepts of bullying with more emphasis to serious physical acts in the concept of school bullying; 

relatively less attention to indirect acts and more emphasis to direct personal verbal acts in the concepts of 

educator-targeted bullying; more stresses to work-related negative acts as indicators of harm to professional 

standing in the conceptualization of educator-targeted bullying; and more attention to destabilization of 

work as dominant form in the concept of educator-targeted workplace bullying.  

Thus, the present research findings support the idea that there are similarities between social 

pedagogues’ and researchers’ definitions of bullying showing that the participants held a shared 

understanding of three definitions of bullying in the area of intentionality, repetitiveness and inequality of 

power, whereby different aggression types (indirect, physical, verbal, work-related) differentiated three 

types of bullying – school bullying, educator-targeted bullying and educator-targeted workplace bullying. 

Most adult respondents (parents: Monks & Smith, 2006; Sawyer et al., 2011; Smorti et al., 2003; 

teachers and parents: Madsen, 1996; Mishna et al., 2006; teachers and staff members: Harger, 2016; Cheng 

et al., 2011; teachers: Menesini et al., 2002; Mishna et al., 2005; Naylor et al., 2006; Siann et al., 1993) 

incorporated into their understanding of learner-on-learner bullying the key components of the generally 

accepted bullying definition, whereby the same tendencies were revealed among adults in the area of 

defining workplace bullying (Salin et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2007) and among educators (De Wet, 2010; 

2019) in the area of teacher-targeted bullying conceptualizations. Also, present results among social 

pedagogues confirmed the tendency for teachers, parents, school staff members to focus on physical and 

verbal behaviours when they describe learner-on-learner bullying (e.g. Boulton, 1997; de Wet & Jacobs, 

2013; Harger, 2016; Hazler, et al., 2001; Maunder et al, 2010; Monks & Smith, 2006; Naylor et al., 2006; 

Salehi et al., 2016; Sawyer et al., 2011; Siann et al., 1993). 

Secondly, social pedagogues in this study operated broader multilevel bullying definitions as found 

in the literature with significance of intervention and prevention of bullying and attention to the 

characteristics of individuals engaging in the bullying behavior, whereby these two additional 

characteristics differentiate conceptions of three type of bullying from each other. Specifically, four 

distinguishing aspects of three types of definitions of bullying from the perspective of the social pedagogues 
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were revealed: (1) type of aggression: physical aggression vs. verbal professional work-related aggression 

distinguish school bullying from educator-targeted bullying by students and by adults; (2) power 

relationship character: horizontal physical power imbalance between bully and victim with attendance of 

bystanders vs. hierarchical psychological or social power imbalance between bullies and victims distinguish 

school bullying from educator-targeted bullying by students and by adults; (3) manifestations of workplace 

bullying forms: harm to personal position in work context vs. work destabilization distinguish bullying of 

educators by students from bullying of educators by adults; (4) characteristics of individuals engaged in 

bullying: indirect personal on-to-one aggression in the form of social exclusion vs. verbal direct group-

based aggression distinguish educator-targeted bullying by adults and school bullying from bullying of 

educators by students. 

Thus, the present study clearly demonstrated that pedagogues’ multilevel concept of bullying share 

researchers views about what behaviors should be classed as bullying with broader conception of bullying 

behavior laying out as individual as well as group-based phenomenon which contribute to the intervention-

prevention practice in schools. 

From a practical point of view, the fact that the social pedagogues’ understanding of three types of 

bullying does not differ substantially from academic definitions with adding components connected with 

recognizing individuals engaging in bullying and approaches dealing with bullying, has some connections 

with previous works reflecting positive implications for the development of strategies for dealing 

effectively with this multilevel phenomenon at school context. 

Social pedagogues’ definitions of school bullying, educator-targeted bullying and educator-targeted 

workplace bullying presented intervention and prevention from the school staff being in the line of previous 

studies among teachers and support staff members (Eriksen, 2018) who accentuated the intervention 

component in their conceptions of school bullying with need to teach students the established definition of 

bullying. Also, teachers have perceived educators’ important role in school-bullying prevention and 

intervention with need for prevention training in this area (Kennedy, Russom, & Kevorkian, 2012). Anti-

bullying policies should protect all learners, educators and non-teaching staff members against learner 

targeted and staff targeted bullying in schools. Such policies should be established in order to combat 

bullying incidents that affect learners, educators and non-teaching staff members with starting of 

overwhelming discussions about all forms of bullying from every school community members’ perspective 

and following support staff members leading roles in this process. 

Differences between three types of conceptual understanding of bullying behavior among social 

pedagogues mainly follow previous studies in the area of conceptualizing workplace bullying among adults 

(Escartín et al., 2011; De Wet, 2014; Salin, et al., 2019), showing that bullying against educators by students 

and by adults was mainly conceptualized as a hierarchical phenomenon, where the aggression took the form 

of direct professional work-related strategies, whereby the main differentiating features for this two 

concepts were the manifestations of workplace bullying forms (public personal or destabilization) and 

bullying social context (individual or group-based). 

The findings address an important gap as they highlight the multilevel conceptualization of bullying 

and the need to expand the bullying literature in this area to capture the perspectives of one professional – 

social pedagogues. 

http://dx.doi.org/


https://doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2019.11.1 

Corresponding Author: Kristi Kõiv 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference 

eISSN: 2357-1330 

 

 13 

In terms of strengths, this study used a large, nationally representative dataset in Estonia to 

examine social pedagogues’ definitions of bullying. This study adds value to the field, in the sense that it 

offers a set of results that will stimulate research on the professional similarities and differences of defining 

bullying among support staff members at school. The findings of this study have implications for future 

research to have a better understanding in order to assess the information from multiple support staff 

respondents to gaining insights into different perspectives of definitions of bullying. 

The study was limited to conceptualizations of bullying such as learner-on-learner bullying, learner-

on-educator, and educator-on-adults bullying and future research should focus also to educator-on-learner 

bullying, educator-on-educator bullying, educator-on-principal, educator-on-nonteaching staff and 

educator-on-parents bullying conceptions. 
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