
547

School Psychology Review,
2004, Volume 33, No. 4, pp. 547-560

Author Note. This research was supported by a grant to the first author from the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada. The authors thank Becky Owen and Jay Poitras for their work in
locating and coding the research documents for this study.

Address correspondence concerning this article to Dr. David Smith, Faculty of Education, University of
Ottawa, P.O. Box 450, Stn. A, Ottawa, Ontario K1N 6N5; E-mail: jdsmith@uottawa.ca

Copyright 2004 by the National Association of School Psychologists, ISSN 0279-6015

The Effectiveness of Whole-School Antibullying
Programs: A Synthesis of Evaluation Research

J. David Smith and Barry H. Schneider
University of Ottawa

Peter K. Smith and Katerina Ananiadou
University of London

Abstract. Bullying is a serious problem in schools, and school authorities need
effective solutions to resolve this problem. There is growing interest in the whole-
school approach to bullying. Whole-school programs have multiple components
that operate simultaneously at different levels in the school community. This ar-
ticle synthesizes the existing evaluation research on whole-school programs to
determine the overall effectiveness of this approach. The majority of programs
evaluated to date have yielded nonsignificant outcomes on measures of self-re-
ported victimization and bullying, and only a small number have yielded positive
outcomes. On the whole, programs in which implementation was systematically
monitored tended to be more effective than programs without any monitoring.

show little empathy for their victims (Roberts
& Morotti, 2000). Bullying may be a means of
increasing one’s social status and access to
valued resources, such as the attention of op-
posite-sex peers (Pellegrini, 2001). Victims
tend to be socially isolated, lack social skills,
and have more anxiety and lower self-esteem
than students in general (Olweus, 1997). They
also tend to have a higher than normal risk for
depression and suicide (e.g., Sourander,
Helstelae, Helenius, & Piha, 2000). A subgroup
of victims reacts aggressively to abuse and has
a distinct pattern of psychosocial maladjust-
ment encompassing both the antisocial behav-
ior of bullies and the social and emotional dif-
ficulties of victims (Glover, Gough, Johnson,
& Cartwright, 2000). Bullying is a relatively
stable and long-term problem for those in-
volved, particularly children fitting the profile

Bullying is a particularly vicious kind of
aggressive behavior distinguished by repeated
acts against weaker victims who cannot easily
defend themselves (Farrington, 1993; Smith &
Brain, 2000). Its consequences are severe, es-
pecially for those victimized over long peri-
ods of time. Bullying is a complex psychoso-
cial problem influenced by a myriad of vari-
ables. The repetition and imbalance of power
involved may be due to physical strength, num-
bers, or psychological factors.

Both bullies and victims evidence poorer
psychological adjustment than individuals not
involved in bullying (Kumpulainen,
Raesaenen, & Henttonen, 1999; Nansel et al.,
2001). Children who bully tend to be involved
in alcohol consumption and smoking, have
poorer academic records than noninvolved stu-
dents, display a strong need for dominance, and
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of a bully-victim (Olweus, 1994). Problems
with abusive and antisocial behavior during
childhood often extend into adulthood
(Farrington & Hawkins, 1991).

Parents and home environments also can
promote bullying (Smith & Myron-Wilson,
1998). Children who bully tend to come from
homes where aggression is a favored problem-
solving method, negative emotional attitudes
(e.g., lack of warmth and involvement) are com-
mon, and the children are encouraged to fight
back when harassed (Glover et al., 2000; Rob-
erts & Morotti, 2000). Conversely, children can
be protected against serious problems associated
with bullying by authoritative parents who com-
municate love and warmth, set appropriate lim-
its, and use nonphysical punishment to correct
misbehavior (e.g., Olweus, 1993).

Bullying is a group process that involves
and is enabled by many players in addition to
the individual bullies and victims. Bullying
usually occurs in the presence of peers, who
can adopt a variety of roles, such as remaining
neutral during a bullying incident, assisting and
encouraging the bully, or aiding or consoling
the victim. Unfortunately, this last role is rarely
adopted by children. The actions of peers in
the vicinity of bullying incidents typically sup-
port the bullying behavior rather than stop it
(Salmivalli, 1999; Sutton & Smith, 1999). It
has been argued within a social learning per-
spective that bullies are reinforced for their
actions by the attention and encouragement
they receive from the onlookers and that peers
are more likely to imitate rather than censure
bullies’ behavior because they see the rewards
that accrue to the bullies (Craig, Pepler, & At-
las, 2000). The social processes underlying
bullying are not, however, the exclusive do-
main of children. Adults in the immediate en-
vironment (e.g., teachers) can have a direct
effect on the bullying process. For example,
they may become vigilant and intervene when
appropriate or, alternatively, overlook or ignore
bullying when it occurs. The group process
associated with bullying bolsters the argument
for a systemic approach to its correction.

The multiple causes of bullying suggest
multiple avenues for possible intervention. One
avenue of intervention is designated as whole-

school. The whole-school approach is predi-
cated on the assumption that bullying is a sys-
temic problem, and, by implication, an inter-
vention must be directed at the entire school
context rather than just at individual bullies and
victims. One advantage of the whole-school
approach is that it avoids the potentially prob-
lematic stigmatization of either bullies or vic-
tims. It also circumvents the potential for cross-
fertilization of beliefs that aggression is legiti-
mate among aggressive children brought to-
gether for intervention in some forms of group
counseling and social skills training. This nega-
tive side effect has occurred in some programs
intended for adolescents in the U.S. (Dishion,
McCord, & Poulin, 1999).

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
(Olweus, 1993) was the first comprehensive
whole-school intervention implemented on a
large scale and systematically evaluated. The
interventions examined in our review share the
core features of the original Olweus program.
Within this approach, it is considered essential
that all members of the school community, in-
cluding school staff, pupils, and parents, be sen-
sitized with basic information about what bully-
ing is and how they should respond to it. A clear,
consistent policy involving nonphysical conse-
quences for bullying needs to be developed and
implemented. This entails communication
among the adults in the victims’ lives and among
the adults in the school, who must supervise
children’s interactions actively and react as a
team. Curricular activities are designed to instill
antibullying attitudes in all children and assist
them in developing prosocial conflict resolution
skills. Finally, individualized interventions are
developed for children directly involved in bul-
lying as either victims or bullies. Whole-school
interventions often have not been applied to
more general aspects of school climate, such
as general quality of communication, interper-
sonal relationships, organization, and academic
emphasis. Ortega and Lera (2000) have sug-
gested that these ecological factors influence
bullying, but they are not usually incorporated
into systematic intervention packages that have
been subjected to empirical scrutiny.

The purpose of the present research syn-
thesis is to assess the evidence for the efficacy
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of whole-school antibullying programs. This
study began with the most basic question that
probably occurs to practitioners, namely
whether the whole-school approach leads to a
reduction in bullying and victimization. To the
limited extent permitted by the original re-
search reports, we investigated whether ef-
fectiveness depended on the age of the students,
the characteristics of the intervention, or char-
acteristics of the research design. In answering
these broad questions, we averaged across stud-
ies that share the general whole-school philoso-
phy, but that differ in some features that may be
important in guiding practice. The option of bas-
ing the review only on studies providing the best
empirical evidence was rejected because this
would have resulted in the elimination of most
of the database. Unfortunately, random assign-
ment to treatment and appropriate control con-
ditions and multimethod outcome assessment
using measures with proven validity and reli-
ability are the exception rather than the rule.
This article concludes by considering these
limitations in more detail and discussing their
implications for practice and future research.

Method

Document Search Strategy

Criteria for inclusion in this review were:
(a) The study pertained to a systematic evalu-
ation of a whole-school antibullying interven-
tion; (b) the report provided quantitative out-
come data on victimization and/or bullying in
schools; and (c) the study was conducted in
more than one classroom. These research re-
ports were located by searching relevant data-
bases (PsychINFO, ERIC, and Dissertation
Abstracts). Unfortunately, the term “bullying”
is not in the thesaurus of these databases. Al-
though “victimization” is a recognized subject
term, it is not specific to victims of bullying.
Therefore, the search terms “bullying and in-
tervention” and “anti-bullying” were used to
perform a keyword search. The first term
yielded a total of 241 documents across the
three databases, and the term “anti-bullying”
yielded a total of 82 documents. All documents
identified in this search were individually ex-
amined to determine whether or not they met

inclusion criteria for the study. Documents
identified in this part of the search comple-
mented several unpublished research reports
already located. In addition to this strategy, an
attempt was made to identify all researchers in
North America and Europe who have conducted
research on bullying generally and/or
antibullying interventions in particular. These
researchers were identified by consulting recent
conference programs of the International Soci-
ety for Research on Aggression and recent vol-
umes of the journal Aggressive Behavior. Finally,
the reference lists of all relevant documents at
hand were scanned to find researchers not iden-
tified through other search strategies. The search
continued until the point of saturation was
reached and no new names were appearing. All
researchers identified through this process were
contacted directly and asked to furnish a copy
of any research report, published or unpublished,
they had authored that evaluated an intervention
program intended to reduce the incidence of vic-
timization and/or bullying in schools. This search
for pertinent documents ended in December
2002 at which point 14 studies had been located
that met inclusion criteria.

Coding of Study Features

Each study was coded for relevant meth-
odological and program features designated by
the authors. These included (a) the components
of the interventions (e.g., school policy, teacher
workshops), (b) the design of the studies
(whether they were controlled or uncontrolled,
and randomness of group assignment), (c) the
nature of outcome data (e.g., observations, self-
reports of bullying), (d) participants’ ages and
grades, and (e) the time intervals for data col-
lection. Two independent research assistants
coded each document included in this study
(with the exception of two studies not written in
English). Interrater agreement for coding of
methodological features and study outcomes was
94% and for intervention components was 85%.

Results

Characteristics of Studies Reviewed

The methodological features of the 14
reviewed studies are reported in Table 1. As
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shown, 8 were controlled studies, of which 4
featured random assignment of either classes
or schools to intervention and control condi-
tions. A further 6 were uncontrolled studies.
Self-reported bullying and victimization (see
Table 2) were included as outcome measures
in all but one study and are consequently the
focus of our analysis. Table 3 summarizes the
intervention components of the whole-school
programs examined in our research synthesis.
Whole-school programs by their nature have
multiple components that usually operate si-
multaneously at different levels in the school
context. As shown in Table 3, the intervention
programs comprised components at a mini-
mum of three program levels to a maximum
of five levels.

Overall Program Effects

The data from the original studies were
generally of three types: (a) percentages of
participants reporting involvement in bullying
before and after the intervention (10 studies),
(b) scores on a bullying or victimization scale
(3 studies), and (c) narrative descriptions (2
studies; one study contained both narrative and
quantitative data). Table 2 lists the results of
the 14 studies as r values.1 To compute these
values, standardized mean differences (i.e., z
values) were calculated for percentage and
score data from the original studies and then
using MetaWin 2.0 were transformed into r
values with the formula, r = Z/√N (Rosenthal,
1994). Ns within studies having unequal
samples from pretest to posttest were averaged,
and finally, all aggregated r values were
weighted by sample size.

In 3 of the 14 studies, antibullying pro-
grams were implemented in both primary and
secondary schools. Although the available data
were not sufficient for a year-by-year calcula-
tion of age or grade effect, separate effects are
reported for primary and secondary schools
where appropriate. (It should be remembered,
however, that the transition to secondary school
does not come at exactly the same age in each
country. Therefore, this distinction is, at best,
a rough one.) For purposes of comparing the
overall effectiveness of antibullying programs,
data from programs in primary and secondary

schools within the same study are treated as
constituting different programs.

Several studies reported effects for in-
tervention conditions in addition to the basic
pretest/posttest evaluation. Three such studies
included a follow-up evaluation at intervals
ranging from 5 months to 1 year post-program.
One presented effects of an intervention at two
levels of program implementation. One study
included a total of three pretest/posttest evalu-
ations, each with a different cohort of students
over 3 consecutive years. One reported bully-
ing and victimization outcomes for different
time frames (i.e., within the last 5 days and
within the last 2 months). For these studies, an
average effect was calculated for all interven-
tion conditions within the given study
(weighted by Ns within conditions) and was
used as one of the primary statistics in the
analyses. In some studies, this could represent
a deceptive average because it might combine
conditions considered optimal and less than op-
timal. For example, in the study by Stevens,
De Bourdeaudhuij, and Van Oost (2000), there
were two implementation conditions—with
and without intensive support and consultation
by professionals. In some studies, it is argued
that the effects of the intervention become ap-
parent only after they had penetrated school
culture and therefore might be apparent at fol-
low-up measurement but not immediately af-
ter treatment. To test the limits of the program
effectiveness represented in the data, Table 2
presents the r values corresponding to the
single best intervention effects.

Table 4 summarizes the effects of the
intervention programs on self-reported victim-
ization and bullying across five levels of ef-
fect size, using categories proposed by Cohen
(1988). Effects fell almost exclusively in the
categories of small, negligible, and negative.
Only 7% of the total effects reported in the table
(i.e., only one condition in one study) were
categorized as medium and none as large.
Looking at the effects corresponding to the
averaged intervention conditions for the vic-
timization outcomes, 93% were negligible or
negative. For self-reported bullying outcomes,
92% were negligible or negative. Considering
only the best intervention effects, 67% of stud-



551

Whole-School Antibullying Programs

T
ab

le
 1

St
u

dy
 C

h
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s

A
ut

ho
r 

(y
ea

r)
L

oc
at

io
n

To
ta

l n
G

ra
de

s 
(a

ge
s)

 o
f

n 
sc

ho
ol

s
M

on
th

s 
to

 P
os

tte
st

Pr
op

er
tie

s 
of

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

(f
ol

lo
w

-u
p)

M
ea

su
re

s 
R

ep
or

te
d

C
on

tr
ol

le
d 

St
ud

ie
s 

W
ith

 R
an

do
m

 A
ss

ig
nm

en
t t

o 
G

ro
up

s

C
iu

cc
i &

 S
m

or
ti 

(1
99

8)
It

al
y

28
7

1-
3

6
10

re
lia

bi
lit

y

M
el

to
n 

et
 a

l. 
(1

99
8)

So
ut

h 
C

ar
ol

in
a,

 U
SA

62
64

4-
8

18
12

 (
24

)
re

lia
bi

lit
y,

 v
al

id
ity

St
ev

en
s 

et
 a

l. 
(2

00
0)

B
el

gi
um

pr
im

ar
y:

 2
90

se
co

nd
ar

y:
 5

26
(1

0-
16

)
18

19
re

lia
bi

lit
y

R
os

en
bl

ut
h 

&
 S

an
ch

ez
 (

20
02

)
Te

xa
s,

 U
SA

14
06

5
12

3 
(8

)
re

lia
bi

lit
y,

 v
al

id
ity

C
on

tr
ol

le
d 

St
ud

ie
s 

W
ith

 N
on

ra
nd

om
 A

ss
ig

nm
en

t t
o 

G
ro

up
s

W
hi

tn
ey

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
4)

E
ng

la
nd

pr
im

ar
y:

 2
31

1
se

co
nd

ar
y:

 5
99

8
(8

-1
6)

27
24

no
ne

Tw
em

lo
w

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
9)

K
an

sa
s,

 U
SA

54
2

1-
5

2
24

re
lia

bi
lit

y,
 v

al
id

ity

A
ls

ak
er

 &
 V

al
ka

no
ve

r 
(2

00
1)

Sw
itz

er
la

nd
31

9
K

16
4

no
ne

R
ah

ey
 &

 C
ra

ig
 (

20
02

)
C

an
ad

a
53

0
K

-8
2

4
re

lia
bi

lit
y

U
nc

on
tr

ol
le

d 
St

ud
ie

s

M
un

th
e 

(1
98

9)
N

or
w

ay
38

00
(1

0-
16

)
37

36
no

ne

O
lw

eu
s 

(1
99

3)
N

or
w

ay
25

00
(1

3-
14

)
42

20
re

lia
bi

lit
y

Pe
pl

er
 e

t a
l. 

(1
99

4)
C

an
ad

a
10

47
(8

-1
4)

4
18

no
ne

H
an

ew
in

ke
l &

 K
na

ac
k 

(1
99

7)
G

er
m

an
y

pr
im

ar
y:

 3
24

6
se

co
nd

ar
y:

 7
57

4
3-

12
37

24
no

ne

Pe
te

rs
on

 &
 R

ig
by

 (
19

99
)

A
us

tr
al

ia
70

8
7,

 9
-1

1
1

24
re

lia
bi

lit
y

Sa
lm

iv
al

li 
et

 a
l. 

(2
00

3)
Fi

nl
an

d
76

1
(9

-1
1)

16
12

re
lia

bi
lit

y



552

School Psychology Review, 2004, Volume 33, No. 4

T
ab

le
 2

Su
m

m
ar

y 
of

 R
es

u
lt

s

In
te

rv
en

tio
n 

G
ro

up
 E

ff
ec

ts
C

on
tr

ol
 G

ro
up

 E
ff

ec
ts

Pr
og

ra
m

 E
ff

ec
ts

In
te

gr
ity

 D
at

a

B
ul

ly
in

g
V

ic
tim

iz
at

io
n

B
ul

ly
in

g
V

ic
tim

iz
at

io
n

B
ul

ly
in

g
V

ic
tim

iz
at

io
n

M
a  (

be
st

)b
M

 (
be

st
)

M
M

M
M

C
iu

cc
i &

 S
m

or
ti 

(1
99

8)
.0

6 
(.

10
)

.0
8 

(.
24

)
.0

2
.0

1
.0

6
.0

9
no

ne

M
el

to
n 

et
 a

l. 
(1

99
8)

.0
3 

(.
05

)
.0

9 
(.

10
)

.0
4

.0
6

-.
02

.0
2

in
te

rv
ie

w
s,

 a
ct

iv
ity

 lo
gs

St
ev

en
s 

et
 a

l. 
(2

00
0)

pr
im

ar
y:

.0
2 

(.
07

)
.0

9 
(.

20
)

-.
13

.0
5

.0
8

.1
2

no
ne

 s
ec

on
da

ry
:

-.
04

 (
.0

4)
-.

01
 (

.0
4)

-.
02

.0
0

.0
5

-.
01

R
os

en
bl

ut
h 

&
 S

an
ch

ez
 (

20
02

)
—

—
—

—
-.

05
-.

03
no

ne

W
hi

tn
ey

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
4)

pr
im

ar
y:

.0
5

.0
9

-.
32

-.
17

—
—

in
te

rv
ie

w
s,

 a
ct

iv
ity

 lo
gs

se
co

nd
ar

y:
.0

0
-.

05
.0

7
.0

2
—

—

Tw
em

lo
w

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
9)

—
.0

8
—

.1
1

—
.0

0
no

ne

A
ls

ak
er

 &
 V

al
ka

no
ve

r 
(2

00
1)

c
.0

3
.0

1
.1

2
.0

4
—

—
in

te
rv

ie
w

s,
 q

ue
st

io
nn

ai
re

s

R
ah

ey
 &

 C
ra

ig
 (

20
02

)
—

—
—

—
.0

0
.0

0
ac

tiv
ity

 lo
gs

M
un

th
e 

(1
98

9)
.0

3
.0

2
no

ne

O
lw

eu
s 

(1
99

3)
.2

9
.3

3
in

te
rv

ie
w

s,
 a

ct
iv

ity
 lo

gs

Pe
pl

er
 e

t a
l. 

(1
99

4)
-.

07
 (

-.
05

)
.0

1 
(.

08
)

qu
es

tio
nn

ai
re

s,
 in

te
rv

ie
w

s

H
an

ew
in

ke
l &

 K
na

ac
k 

(1
99

7)
pr

im
ar

y:
.0

2
.0

5
no

ne
se

co
nd

ar
y:

.0
7

.0
2

Pe
te

rs
on

 &
 R

ig
by

 (
19

99
)

.0
1

no
ne

Sa
lm

iv
al

li 
et

 a
l. 

(2
00

3)
09

 (
.1

5)
.0

9 
(.

13
)

qu
es

tio
nn

ai
re

s

N
ot

e.
 M

is
si

ng
 d

at
a 

in
 th

e 
ta

bl
e 

ar
e 

in
di

ca
te

d 
by

 a
 d

as
h 

(—
).

 T
he

se
 d

at
a 

w
er

e 
no

t r
ep

or
te

d 
in

 th
e 

or
ig

in
al

 s
tu

di
es

.
a M

 =
 th

e 
av

er
ag

e 
ef

fe
ct

 fo
r a

ll 
in

te
rv

en
tio

n 
co

nd
iti

on
s 

w
ith

in
 th

e 
st

ud
y.

 b B
es

t =
 th

e 
si

ng
le

 b
es

t i
nt

er
ve

nt
io

n 
ef

fe
ct

 w
ith

in
 th

e 
st

ud
y.

 c D
at

a 
fo

r t
hi

s 
st

ud
y 

ar
e 

pe
er

 n
om

in
at

io
ns

, n
ot

 s
el

f-
re

po
rt

s.



553

Whole-School Antibullying Programs

T
ab

le
 3

P
ro

gr
am

 C
om

po
n

en
ts

St
ud

y
Sc

ho
ol

Pa
re

nt
C

la
ss

ro
om

Pe
er

s
In

di
vi

du
al

s

M
un

th
e 

(1
98

9)
•

•
•

•
•

O
lw

eu
s 

(1
99

3)
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

W
hi

tn
ey

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
4)

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

Pe
pl

er
 e

t a
l. 

(1
99

4)
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

H
an

ew
in

ke
l &

 K
na

ac
k 

(1
99

7)
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

C
iu

cc
i &

 S
m

or
ti 

(1
99

8)
•

•
•

•

R
ah

ey
 &

 C
ra

ig
 (

20
02

)
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

M
el

to
n 

et
 a

l. 
(1

99
8)

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

Tw
em

lo
w

 e
t a

l. 
(1

99
9)

•
•

•
•

•
•

Pe
te

rs
on

 &
 R

ig
by

 (
19

99
)

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

St
ev

en
s 

et
 a

l. 
(2

00
0)

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

A
ls

ak
er

 &
 V

al
ka

no
ve

r 
(2

00
1)

•
•

•
•

Sa
lm

iv
al

li 
et

 a
l. 

(2
00

3)
•

•
•

•
•

R
os

en
bl

ut
h 

&
 S

an
ch

ez
 (

20
02

)
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

Anti-bullying Policy

Increased Supervision

Playground reorganized

Information

Anti-bullying
Committee

Staff Training

Information

Involved in anti-
bullying activities

Targeted interventions

Rules

Curricular activities

Social skills training

Peer-led interventions

Targeted interventions
for bullies and victims



554

School Psychology Review, 2004, Volume 33, No. 4

ies revealed small effect sizes for victimiza-
tion outcomes and the remaining 33% revealed
negligible effects. For bullying outcomes, 33%
of reported effects were small, and 67% negli-
gible or negative. The study designs permitted
comparison of intervention and control groups
(i.e., “program conditions”) for seven
antibullying programs. This is arguably the
most rigorous test of program effectiveness
permitted by our analysis. Under these more
discerning evaluation conditions, 86% of vic-
timization outcomes were negligible or nega-
tive and the remaining 14% of reported effects
were positive (albeit small). For self-reported
bullying, 100% of the reported effects were
negligible or negative.

Table 5 provides additional detail on the
self-reports. It is important to note that the
percentages reported in this table should not be
compared across studies, because they are not
based on the same question and do not necessar-
ily pertain to the same time interval (e.g., previ-
ous week, previous month, previous school
term). Therefore, each posttest percentage is
properly compared only with the correspond-
ing pretest percentage from the same study.

Treatment integrity. As shown in Table
2, 7 of the 14 studies incorporated some sys-
tematic verification that the intervention was
delivered with integrity. Two levels of program
monitoring (categorized as present or absent)
were cross-tabulated with intervention effects
(averaged) for victimization and bullying out-
comes (categorized as statistically significant
improvement vs. no improvement). This tabu-
lation revealed that programs with a monitor-
ing component yielded more positive outcomes
than programs lacking any formal monitoring
procedures. The link between program moni-
toring and outcomes reached statistical signifi-
cance for victimization self-reports, χ2 = 5.33,
p = .02), but it fell short of significance for
bullying self-reports, χ2 = 2.86, p = .09.

Age effects. School level (primary and
middle schools vs. secondary schools) was
cross-tabulated with victimization and bully-
ing outcomes (statistically significant improve-
ment vs. no improvement). Although only pro-
grams in primary and middle schools (Grades
1 through 8 or approximately ages 7 to 14

years) yielded any positive outcomes and pro-
grams in secondary schools (N = 4) yielded
only null effects, the trends did not reach sta-
tistical significance for either bullying, χ2 = .94,
p = .33, or victimization, χ2 = 1.61, p = .21.

Discussion

Before contemplating the results and
their implications, it is important to comment
on the adequacy of the available evidence. Al-
though most of the studies contained the core
elements of the whole-school approach intro-
duced by Olweus (1993), implementation of
the approach varied considerably. This makes
the results difficult to synthesize. Moreover,
although there are many commonalities in the
outcome measures, there is not enough simi-
larity among them to compare the results with
the confidence that would emerge in compar-
ing data from identical measures.

A number of drawbacks in the studies
themselves further complicate interpretation of
this literature. Control conditions were absent
in many studies, and, in a number of others,
schools self-selected for experimental and con-
trol conditions, with the more motivated
schools (or those motivated to begin the pro-
gram earlier) opting for the experimental con-
dition. Only some of the studies incorporated
systematic procedures to ensure that the
planned interventions were implemented with
integrity, and in several cases implementation
of some of the program components was op-
tional for the schools involved.

The most common outcome measures
were self-reports of victimization and bully-
ing. These are not strictly comparable across
studies because they refer to incidents occur-
ring at different periods of time (i.e., the past
week, the past month, the past 3 months). In
any case, recent research has illustrated that
self-reports of bullying and victimization, al-
though not necessarily inaccurate, do not cor-
respond to information about bullying and vic-
timization obtained from peers or teachers or
from observations (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000).
An added confounding issue is the effect that
sensitization to information about bullying can
have on students’ reports of their experiences
of bullying. Antibullying programs obviously
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increase awareness of the phenomenon, which
may cause students to more frequently report
bullying incidents at school and essentially mask
a positive effect of the whole-school program.

Despite these limitations some conclu-
sions can be drawn with caution. It is clear that
the whole school approach has led to impor-
tant reductions in bullying in a number of cases,
but the results are simply too inconsistent to
justify adoption of these procedures to the ex-
clusion of others. The widespread enthusiasm
for the whole-school approach, and its enact-
ment into law in some jurisdictions, can be
based only on the perceived urgent need to in-
tervene and on the few studies indicating suc-
cess. The dramatic success of the Olweus pro-
gram in Norway has not been replicated else-
where. There are a few instances of significant
improvement following program implementa-
tion, though not nearly as striking, and there are
many nonsignificant findings and some results
opposite to the expected direction. This pattern
of modest results is consistent with other reviews
of school-based primary prevention programs
(e.g., Howard, Flora, & Griffin, 1999). The ques-
tion of the clinical significance of the findings
cannot be answered readily from the data at
hand because such information is not available
in the original studies. This approach may be
useful in future research, but would require a
considerable investment to establish, for ex-
ample, thresholds at which a reduction in bul-
lying and victimization can be deemed to have
reduced the risk of long-term maladjustment
or stable patterns of externalizing or internal-
izing problems.

We propose several possible explana-
tions for the lack of consistency in the evalua-
tion findings. One possibility is that Olweus’s
impressive success relates to the high quality
of Scandinavian schools, which have small
classes and well-trained teachers, together with
the well-ingrained Scandinavian tradition of
state intervention in matters of social welfare.
The smaller but nonetheless successful results
in Finland and Italy could also relate to the
quality of the schools there. If this is the case,
more attention might be devoted to interven-
tions that address the broader aspects of school
climate, such as the general atmosphere and

interpersonal relationships of the school, as
discussed in some recent writings on bullying
by Fernández (2001). The success of the
Olweus program may be related in part to its
historical context, perhaps making it a unique
and unreplicable case. The program was intro-
duced into schools on a national scale in the wake
of several highly publicized suicides that were
linked publicly to bullying (Olweus, 1993). It
seems plausible that this could have increased
the seriousness and urgency with which school
officials and students invested themselves in the
initiative, which subsequently had a positive
effect on the program outcomes.

Another interpretation of general find-
ings in this article is that the results, inconsis-
tent as they are, reflect a reasonable rate of re-
turn on the investment inherent in low-cost,
nonstigmatizing primary prevention programs.
This might be of particular importance because
bullying and other forms of aggression are
probably highly refractory to intervention of
any type, and the importance of small, signifi-
cant findings should not be dismissed (see
Schneider, 1992, 1993). The possibility that
Olweus and his Norwegian colleagues devel-
oped a unique package of intervention com-
ponents that is ineffective when diluted or
modified cannot be ruled out. The benefits of
implementing interventions with fidelity versus
adapting them to local conditions have been de-
bated (e.g., Dane & Schneider, 1998). Most of
the studies reviewed herein have entailed sub-
stantial modifications to the original program.
Although such changes may be justified, they
typically are not described in the research re-
ports in sufficient detail for readers to ascertain
what possible influence these adaptations might
have had on outcomes. Additionally, when re-
searchers inadequately describe the interventions
and implementation procedures in their reports,
the transportability of programs is undermined.
This leaves school professionals unable to rep-
licate the interventions with fidelity.

A tabulation of best effects across stud-
ies suggests that the whole-school approach
may have more potential than the evaluation
data indicate. In some studies, effectiveness
was not apparent until follow-up; in others,
effectiveness was attenuated at follow-up (see
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Table 5). It is impossible to identify the ingredi-
ents of a successful implementation in these stud-
ies. Consistent, methodical effort is needed to
determine exactly which components or condi-
tions are key to making the approach effective.

In conclusion, only a cautious recom-
mendation can be made that whole-school
antibullying interventions be continued until
they are evaluated further. This recommenda-
tion is based not on solid evidence that the pro-
grams work, but rather on the logical links
between programs and theories about the ori-
gins of bullying and because in some instances
(and under the most favorable conditions re-
searchers have been able to contrive) they have
been effective. This is not to say that any other
form of intervention appears to be more effec-
tive than these. Indeed, there is no evidence
that other forms of intervention are superior to
the whole-school approach in dealing with
bully-victim problems.

Implications for Research

Future research should include rigorous
monitoring of program implementation in the
schools to ensure that schools are actually re-
ceiving the intended programs. The synthesis
in this article has revealed that program moni-
toring is linked to at least one important pro-
gram outcome (i.e., victimization). Research-
ers should collect data on outcomes from other
sources in addition to students’ self-reports,
such as observations from teachers, classmates,
administrators, and even parents. This is par-
ticularly important in the light of findings on
the divergence of perceptions among those who
witness bullying (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000).

Implications for Practice

Despite the limited empirical support for
the effectiveness of antibullying programs,
there is not sufficient evidence to conclude that
these programs should be abandoned. On the
other hand, there is no basis for psychologists
and educators to participate in a campaign ad-
vocating the resolution of bully/victim prob-
lems by means of the whole-school approach
to the exclusion of any other modality. The
overarching message is that intervention can

succeed, but not enough is known to indicate
exactly how and when. Psychologists should be
proactive in promoting carefully evaluated in-
terventions in which the whole-school approach
is implemented with precision and compared
with other potentially useful interventions.

Footnote

 1The two studies reporting effects only with
narrative descriptors yielded nonsignificant results,
and these effects are estimated as r = .00 in the table.
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