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Bullying and Stress
in Early Adolescence

The Role of Coping
and Social Support

Chiaki Konishi
Shelley Hymel
University of British Columbia

Prior research from Norway and Japan has demonstrated positive relationships
between stress and bullying—The more stress students experience, the more
they engage in bullying. The modest correlations, however, suggest that other
variables may moderate the stress-bullying link, serving as protective factors
that make such negative responses to stress less likely for some individuals.
This study examined the stress-buffering roles of coping and social support in
reducing the likelihood of bullying in response to stress. Students in Grades
5-7 (N = 312) completed questionnaires assessing stress levels (daily hassles,
stressful events), coping strategies (active, avoidance, distraction, support
seeking), social support (from peers, family, teachers), and bullying. Consistent
with previous research, correlational analyses indicated that stress is
significantly related to self-reported bullying but not to peer-assessed bullying.
Regression analyses revealed that family support moderated and distraction
coping amplified the stress-bullying relationship.

Keywords: bullying; stress; coping; social support; adolescence

Since the early 1980s, across countries, the public has become increas-
ingly aware of the extent to which students experience peer bullying in

school. The estimated rates of frequent bullying and victimization range
from 10% to 30% in Australia (Peterson & Rigby, 1999), Canada (Craig,
Peter, & Konarski, 1998; Hymel, Rocke Henderson, & Bonanno, 2005),
England (Naylor & Cowie, 1999), Japan (Morita, Taki, Hata, Hoshino, &
Iwai, 1999), and the United States (Nansel et al., 2001). Although compar-
isons are difficult given different definitions, samples, and reporting strate-
gies, these findings clearly reveal that the number of students suffering from
bullying is considerable in countries around the globe.
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Bullying is a significant problem that affects a considerable number of
children and that is associated with significant negative adjustment outcomes,
both concurrently and in the long term (e.g., Boivin, Hymel, & Hodges, 2001;
Farrington, 1993; Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpelä, Rantanen, & Rimpelä, 2000;
Olweus, 1991; Rigby, 2000). Given the prevalence of bullying and its nega-
tive impact on both bullies and victims, it becomes important to understand
the factors that contribute to both its maintenance and its reduction.

Taking the view of victims, some studies have considered bullying as a
stressor (e.g., Rigby, 1998; Sharp, 1995). For example, Sharp reported that
34% of secondary students (13- to 16-year-olds) who had been victimized
found being bullied stressful. From the perspective of the perpetrator, how-
ever, the relationship between stress and bullying behavior has received little
attention, although some critical links have been proposed. Our examination
of this potential link is derived in part from the frustration-aggression
hypothesis initially put forward by Dollard and colleagues (Dollard, Doob,
Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939), who argued that frustration is the cause of
aggression and aggression is the inevitable result of frustration. Later, they
adopted a less extreme position arguing that aggression is only one of sev-
eral possible responses to frustration (Miller, 1941). More recently, Lazarus
and Folkman (1984) distinguished two ways of responding to stressful situ-
ations: One is through direct action, aiming at confronting problem events
directly by trying to solve them, and the other is intended to deal with the
emotions aroused by the stressful situations (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
While some students can find adequate ways of reacting, other students may
bully others as a way of reacting to an environment that they perceive as
stressful. In a recent review of the stress literature (Grant, Compas, Thurm,
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McMahon, & Gipson, 2004), it was reported that 53 out of 60 current, pub-
lished studies have demonstrated a significant prospective association between
stressors and a variety of psychological and behavioral problems, including
aggression (e.g., Time 1 stressors predict Time 2 symptoms, controlling for
Time 1 symptoms). In other words, reported stress was predictive of increases
in symptoms over time. Consistent with these notions, we expected a similar
association between stress and bullying, as a unique form of aggressive
behavior. In fact, recent Norwegian and Japanese studies (Bru, Murberg, &
Stephens, 2001; Okayasu & Takano, 2000; Taki, 1992) have demonstrated
positive relationships between stress and bullying; that is, the more stress
students experience, the more they engage in bullying others. However, the
reported correlations between stress and bullying have been modest (rs = .12-
.32), suggesting that not everyone engages in bullying behavior when
stressed. Extending this research, the present study examined the links
between stress and bullying as well as the potential stress-buffering roles of
effective coping efforts and available social support as protective factors in
reducing the likelihood of bullying in response to stress.

At least two studies to date have demonstrated variations in coping as a
contributor to bullying behavior. Using self-report measures, both Andreou
(2001) and Olafsen and Viemerö (2000) demonstrated individual differ-
ences in the strategies preadolescents (aged 9-12) used to cope with peer
difficulties, specifically conflictual peer interactions (Andreou, 2001) and
stressful encounters at school (Olafsen & Viemerö, 2000). Relative to their
peers, children who bully (bullies and bullies/victims) were less likely to
employ active/approach (problem-focused) coping strategies (Andreou,
2001), and bully/victims tended to use more self-distraction and aggressive
coping strategies (Olafsen & Viemerö, 2000). Of interest in the present
study, however, is whether use of particular coping strategies affects the
stress-bullying relationship.

Relevant here is the research by Gonzales and colleagues (Gonzales,
Tein, Sandler, & Friedman, 2001) examining the stress-buffering effects of
coping on externalizing behavior among early adolescents (Grades 7-8).
Gonzales et al. (2001) found that, among girls, both active (problem
focused) coping and distraction coping (engaging in alternate activities to
avoid the problem) moderated the relation between family stress and con-
duct problems. Girls who were stressed but who used more active coping
and/or distraction coping were less likely to display conduct problems.
Similarly, we hypothesized that students who bully others would report less
use of active or problem-focused coping strategies generally, but that
greater use of active/approach (problem-focused) coping and distraction
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coping would moderate the relation between stress and bullying, with less
bullying evident when such strategies are employed. Given evidence from
Gonzales et al. showing that these stress-buffering effects were evident only
among girls, gender differences were considered in all analyses.

Several authors have considered social support to be an important
resource to protect children and adolescents from the negative effects of
stressful life experiences (Demaray, Malecki, Davidson, Hodgson, &
Rebus, 2005; Garmezy, 1983; Johnson, 1986; Malecki & Demaray, 2002;
Nestmann & Hurrelmann, 1994; Rutter, 1983; Seiffge-Krenke, 1995).
Social support is generally measured by assessing individuals’ perceptions
about the degree of support they feel available to them from others.
Empirically, previous studies have demonstrated the positive stress-buffer-
ing effects of social support. Indeed, greater levels of stress are associated
with psychological and behavioral problems in individuals who report low
levels of social support but not in individuals who report high levels of
social support (DuBois, Felner, Brand, Adan, & Evans, 1992; Dubow &
Tisak, 1989; Pryor-Brown & Cowen, 1989). Of interest in the present study
was whether similar stress-buffering effects of social support would be evi-
dent with regard to bullying behavior as well. In fact, Bru et al. (2001)
found that perceived social support was negatively correlated with pupil
misbehavior (including bullying as well as other antisocial behaviors)
among young adolescents. As well, Demaray and Malecki (2003) showed
that bullies reported less parent support and teacher support than compari-
son students. Accordingly, we proposed that perceived social support would
act as a buffer, moderating the relation between stress and bullying behav-
ior in that students who indicated low levels of perceived social support
would be more likely to demonstrate bullying behavior, whereas students
who indicated high levels of perceived social support would be less likely
to demonstrate bullying behavior when stressed.

Method

Participants

Students in Grades 5-7 (N = 387) from four elementary schools in
Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada were recruited. Of these students,
participants included 312 students (165 girls, 147 boys), ranging in age 9 to
13 years (M = 11.2), who had received parental consent and who them-
selves agreed to participate. The overall participation rate was 81%.
Students from a variety of ethnic backgrounds were included: 64% Asian
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Canadian, 16% White, 3% Indo-Canadian/East Indian, 3% Latin, 2% First
Nations, 2% Black, and 10% Other (nonspecified or mixed).

Procedures

Students in fifth- though seventh-grade classrooms were asked to take
home to their parents letters explaining the purpose and nature of research,
requirements for consent, and acknowledging that students’ responses
would be considered confidential. Students were given the same informa-
tion as part of the written and oral instructions for the survey. Students who
received parental permission and who themselves agreed to participate
were involved in a single group-testing session (50-60 minutes) during
which the survey was administered in each classroom by at least two
trained proctors (investigators and trained graduate students). Teachers
remained in the classroom to oversee student discipline but were otherwise
uninvolved. Prior to the administration of the survey, the study was
reviewed and approved by the Behavioral Research Ethics Board at the
University of British Columbia and the school district.

Measures

Demographic information. Participants were asked to provide information
on their (a) gender, (b) birth date/age, (c) grade, and (d) ethnic background.

Bullying behavior. Both self-reports and peer assessments were used to
assess bullying behavior, following recommendations in the literature
(Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2001; Pellegrini, 2001; Pellegrini & Bartini,
2000) and suggestions that peers may have difficulty identifying more sub-
tle and less visible forms of bullying, while self-reports may underestimate
bullying behavior (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988).
Self-reports were obtained using three items tapping different forms of bul-
lying behavior—physical, verbal, and relational (“How often have you
taken part in physically bullying another student?,” “How often have you
taken part in verbally bullying another student through insults or threats?,”
“How often have you taken part in bullying another student through exclu-
sion, rumors, or making someone look bad?”). For each item, participants
were asked to rate degree of bullying behavior in the past year on a 5-point
Likert-type scale (Not at all, Only a few times this year, Every month, Every
week, or Many times a week). A single, composite bullying score was com-
puted by averaging responses across all three items, with higher scores indi-
cating greater bullying behavior (α = .72 for the present sample).
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A single peer assessment item (“Who is a bully?”) was used to evaluate
peer perceptions of bullying. Participants were asked to identify classmates
of both sexes who best fit the descriptor, with unlimited number of nomi-
nations accepted. Names of students who did not participate in this survey
were removed from the lists of classmates. The number of nominations
received from all peers were summed and standardized within class in order
to permit comparisons across classrooms differing in size.1 Higher scores
reflected a greater percentage of peers identifying a student as a bully. This
item was embedded with other peer assessment items tapping prosocial
behavior, competitiveness, popularity, and victimization, although the other
items were not utilized in the present study.

Stress. Both daily hassles and major stressful events have been identified
as stressors that potentially can have negative effects on child and adoles-
cent mental health, physical health, and social and psychological adjust-
ment (for a review see Compas & Phares, 1991; Grant, Compas, &
Stuhlmacher, 2003; Johnson, 1986; McMahon, Grant, Compas, Thurm, &
Ey, 2003). Major stressful events include dramatic and severely taxing inci-
dents that may occur infrequently (e.g., parents’ divorce, death of family
members; Compas, 1987; McMahon et al., 2003). Daily hassles (or minor
events) represent another type of stressor and include “the irritating, frus-
trating, distressing demands that to some degree characterize everyday
transactions with the environment” (Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus,
1981, p. 3). Although previous studies have shown that daily hassles are
more strongly associated with psychological symptoms than major stress-
ful events in adults (DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982;
Kanner et al., 1981) and youth (Compas, Davis, Forythe, & Wagner, 1987),
both represent important stressors in one’s life. Accordingly, both negative
life events and daily hassles were evaluated as important sources of stress
in the present study (Compas, 1987; Grant et al., 2003; Johnson, 1986). The
Children’s Hassles Scale (CHS; Kanner, Feldman, Weinberger, & Ford,
1987) was used to assess student daily hassles and the Major Event
Inventory (Elwood, 1987) was used to assess major stressful events.

The Children’s Hassles Scale is a 25-item, self-report measure consist-
ing of day-to-day concerns of school-age children, with demonstrated inter-
nal consistency among similar age children (Cronbach’s alpha = .87;
Kanner et al., 1987). Participants were asked to rate whether they experi-
enced each of the 25 different hassles (e.g., “My schoolwork was too
hard.”) within the past month on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = didn’t hap-
pen, 2 = didn’t feel bad, 3 = felt sort of bad, 4 = felt very bad). Ratings were
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averaged across the 25 items to provide an overall index of daily hassles
(α = .83 for the present sample), with higher scores indicating greater
stressfulness of daily hassles experiences.

The Major Event Inventory (Elwood, 1987) was used to evaluate each
child’s experiences with seven major stressful events. Previous research
with similar age samples (Elwood, 1987) has demonstrated the psychome-
tric adequacy of the scale, with internal consistency estimates of .60 and
stability estimates (test-retest correlations) ranging from .53 to .84 over a 2-
week period. Participants were asked to rate degree of stressfulness of each
major life event in the past year on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = has not
happened, 2 = no trouble, 3 = bothersome, 4 = stressful, 5 = very stressful)
in terms of both when the even happened originally and how they feel about
it now when they think about the event. An example of an item included in
this scale is as follows: “My parents separated or got a divorce.” These 14
ratings were subsequently averaged to compute an overall index of major
stressful events (α = .75 for the present sample), with higher scores indicat-
ing greater levels of reported stress from major life events.

Coping. Participants’ coping strategies were assessed using the Children’s
Coping Strategies Checklist (CCSC; Ayers, Sandler, West, & Roosa, 1996),
a 45-item, self-report measure in which children reported how often they
used each coping strategy to try to solve a problem or make themselves feel
better. This scale assesses four coping dimensions: (a) active, (b) avoidance,
(c) distraction, and (d) support seeking. Active coping includes strategies in
which the person makes efforts either to change the situation or to think
about it more positively. Avoidance coping includes strategies where the
person simply avoids or stops thinking about the problem. Distraction cop-
ing refers to attempts to engage in an alternative activity (e.g., entertain-
ment) to avoid thinking about the problem. Support-seeking strategies
involve others as resources to help in seeking solutions for the problem.
Responses were indicated on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = never to 4 =
most of the time). Internal consistency for each of these dimensions has
been shown to be adequate in a previous sample (α = .90 for active, .70 for
avoidance, .68 for distraction, and .85 for support seeking; Gonzales et al.,
2001) and in the present sample (α = .87 for active, .76 for avoidance,
.74 for distraction, and .70 for support seeking). Student responses to items
included in each of the four children’s coping strategies checklist subscales
were averaged to create an overall (mean) index for each type of coping,
with higher scores reflecting greater use of a particular coping style in
each case.
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Social support. Participants’ perceived social support was measured
using subscales from the Relational Provisions Loneliness Questionnaire
(RPLQ; Thomson, 1989). This measure consists of four 7-item subscales
that assess perceived social support from peers and family members,
respectively, with regard to both intimacy (having people to go to with
problem) and integration (having a group you can be with or do things
with). Given arguments that intimacy subscale reflects an important com-
ponent of social needs (e.g., Seiffge-Krenke, 1995) whereas the integration
subscale reflects a facet of social affiliation rather than social support or
needs, only the intimacy subscale was used in the present study, and was
adapted to also assess perceived support from teachers, with similar items
used across the three referents (e.g., “There is someone my age I can turn
to” vs. “There is someone in my family I can turn to” vs. “There is a teacher
I can turn to”). Research suggests that positive peer relations and peer sup-
port are related to positive social and emotional adjustment of children
(e.g., Dunn & McGuire, 1992) and that family support is linked to optimal
psychological and behavioral adjustment (e.g., Baumrind, 1991). Although
school becomes an important social arena in which teachers are likely to be
significant others for many children, the impact of teacher support on the
psychological and behavioral adjustment of children has been less compre-
hensively studied. Accordingly, this study explored the role of social sup-
port from family, friends, and teachers separately.2 Participants responded
to each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale (NO, no, sometimes, yes or YES)
reflecting the degree to which each statement was true for them. For each
source, responses to relevant items were averaged to create overall indices
of social support across peers, family members, and teachers. Higher scores
reflected greater perceived social support in each case. Consistent with
previous research, high internal consistency was obtained for all subscales
(α = .87 for support from friends, .90 for support from family, and .90 for
support from teachers).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Correlational analyses were first conducted to assess the interrelations
among the measures included in the study. As seen in Table 1, the relation-
ship between the two different indices of stress (i.e., major stressful events
and daily hassles) was reasonably high, r(310) = .57, p < .01 (one-tailed),
consistent with previous research (DuBois et al., 1992; Jose et al., 1998).
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Nevertheless, separate analyses were conducted for both daily hassles and
stressful life events to determine whether the relations between stress and bul-
lying were consistent across these two conceptually distinct types of stress.

The composite self-report index of bullying and the single-item peer
assessment of bullying were significantly but marginally related in the pre-
sent sample, r(310) = .23, p < .01 (one-tailed). Consistent with prior research
(Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000), the low magnitude of this correlation raises
questions regarding whether these sources are tapping the same construct.
Accordingly, separate analyses were conducted using peer and self-reported
indices of bullying. Of primary interest, however, was the relationship
between bullying and stress.

The Relationship Between Stress and Bullying

Analyses of entire sample. Contrary to expectations, results indicated
that peer assessments of bullying were not significantly related to self-
reported stress, regardless of the stress measure considered, r(310) = .05
with stressful life events and .00 with daily hassles (one-tailed correlations).
Self-reported bullying, however, was significantly related to reported stress
for both reported major stressful events and daily hassles, r(310) = .28,
p < .01 (for both). Accordingly, analyses examining the moderating effect
of coping and social support on the links between stress and bullying were
conducted only for self-reported, not peer-assessed bullying.

Analyses by gender. When separate correlational analyses were con-
ducted for boys and girls, links between stress and self-reported bullying
were as follows: major stressful events, rs = .37 versus .22, respectively,
p < .01; and daily hassles, rs = .29 versus .28, respectively, p < .01. Of inter-
est in subsequent analyses, then, was whether the hypothesized moderation
effect was evident for boys and girls, when considered separately.

The Role of Coping in the Stress-Bullying Relationship

Following Baron and Kenny (1986), a series of regression analyses were
used to test the hypothesis that use of particular coping strategies would
moderate the relationship between stress and bullying, with moderation
demonstrated by significant stress × coping interactions. Specifically, self-
reported bullying behavior was used as the criterion variable and reported
stress as the predictor, along with coping strategies. Separate analyses were
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conducted for each of the four coping strategies (i.e., active coping, avoid-
ance coping, distraction coping, and support seeking). There were three
causal paths to be considered in testing the potential moderating effect of
coping on the relationship between stress and bullying: (a) the impact of
stress as a predictor (Path a), (b) the impact of coping strategies as a predic-
tor (Path b), and (c) the interaction of these two as a predictor of bullying
(Path c). According to Baron and Kenny, if the interaction is significant, the
hypothesized moderator model is supported.

A series of four hierarchical multiple regression analyses were con-
ducted (one for each coping strategy) for major stressful events and daily
hassles separately, consistent with those suggested by Cohen, Cohen, West,
and Aiken (2003) and used by others in similar studies (e.g., Dubow &
Tisak, 1989; Gonzales et al., 2001). Before being entered into the regres-
sion analyses, predictor variables were centered (i.e., put in deviation form
by subtracting their means from each observed score), as recommended by
Aiken and West (1991) and Cohen et al. (2003), for interpretation of inter-
actions (e.g., avoiding computational difficulties). First, major stressful
events and, in turn, each of the four coping strategies (i.e., active, avoid-
ance, distraction, or support seeking) were entered simultaneously in the
first step of the regression(s) as predictors of bullying. In the second step,
the interaction terms between the stress and coping variables were entered.
For each regression analysis, R-square change (ΔR²) was computed with
statistical significance of the increment (i.e., F change: ΔF) to test whether
there was a moderator effect (Pedhazur, 1997).

Following Aiken and West (1991), significant effects were calculated
using simple slope analyses. Specifically, students’ reports of each coping
were used to separate participants into three groups using a mean ±1 stan-
dard deviation split, reflecting low, medium, and high levels of the particu-
lar coping strategy. The relation between major stressful events and
bullying was then examined within each group. Operationally, the relation
between the stress and bullying was estimated in the value of the coefficient
(B) of stress (a predictor) at each level of a moderator (a particular coping
strategy). By comparing the regression coefficients (Bs) that represent gra-
dients of the regression lines across low, medium, and high levels of cop-
ing, we can see how the relation between the stress and bullying changes in
accordance with different levels of coping used (Cohen et al., 2003;
Pedhazur, 1997). Finally, simple slopes were plotted, producing a graphic
display, to examine the nature of significant interactions. Similar regression
procedures were conducted to evaluate these relations for daily hassles.
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Analyses of entire sample. Of the four coping strategies, the interaction
term obtained for distraction coping was the only one that was significantly
associated with stress, but it was only for major stressful events, ΔF(1, 308)
= 5.38, p < .05, and not for daily hassles. As a follow-up, simple slope
analyses were conducted to test the significant relation between bullying
and major stressful events as a function of different levels of distraction
used. Results indicated that the relation between major stressful events and
self-reported bullying was stronger for children who reported high levels of
distraction coping relative to those who reported low levels of distraction
coping (Bs for low, medium, and high levels of distraction coping = .04,
.24***, and .47***, respectively; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001). As
shown in Figure 1, children who reported high use of distraction coping
were more likely to bully at higher levels of stress but were less likely to
bully when under low stress. The regression slope for low levels of distrac-
tion coping was not significantly different from zero, indicating that there
was no significant relationship between major stressful events and bullying
for low levels of distraction.

Analyses by gender. Finally, when separate regression analyses were
conducted for boys and girls, distraction coping, again, was the only cop-
ing strategy that significantly interacted with stress but only for girls. The
significant interaction term was found only with the major stressful events,
ΔF(1, 161) = 4.19, p < .05, showing a pattern similar to that shown in
Figure 1 (i.e., a crossover interaction). Specifically, at higher levels of
stressful events, high distraction coping was related to higher bullying
behavior among girls; however, at lower levels of stressful event, distrac-
tion coping appeared to predict fewer bullying behavior (Bs for low,
medium, and high levels of distraction coping = .01, .12, and .65**, respec-
tively; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001). These relations were nonsignifi-
cant for boys. Again, for major stressful events, the regression slope for
lower levels of distraction coping was not significantly different from zero,
indicating that for low levels of distraction, there was no significant rela-
tionship between major stressful events and bullying among girls.

The Role of Social Support in the
Stress-Bullying Relationship

Analyses of entire sample. Regression analyses were used to evaluate the
hypothesized moderation of perceived social support on the stress-bullying
relationships. Separate regressions were conducted for each of the three
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perceived social support subscales (i.e., perceived social support from
friends, family, and teachers), with self-reported bullying behavior as the
criterion variable and reported stress (i.e., major stressful events and daily
hassles) and perceived social support (from family, peers, and teachers) as
predictors. Results indicated significant interactions between perceived
social support from family and both stress indices: major stressful events,
ΔF(1, 308) = 6.86, p < .01, and daily hassles, ΔF(1, 308) = 4.11, p < .05.
Significant interactions were not observed for perceived social support
from friends or teachers. Thus, follow-up (i.e., simple slope) analyses were
conducted to test the significant relation between bullying and the stress
indices as a function of different levels of family support.
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Results revealed that the positive relation between both stress indices
(i.e., major stressful events and daily hassles) and overall bullying behavior
was stronger for children who reported low levels of social support from
family compared to children who reported high levels of social support
from family (Bs for low, medium, and high levels of social support from
family are .46**, .26***, and .14*, respectively, for major stressful events;
53**, .26***, and .15*, respectively, for daily hassles; *p < .05. **p < .01.
***p < .001). In other words, an increased major stressful events and daily
hassles were associated with more bullying for those who reported low lev-
els of perceived support from family relative to those who reported high
levels of support. Family support seemed to serve as a buffer, decreasing the
likelihood that major life events or daily hassles are associated with greater
bullying among stressed children.

Analyses by gender. Finally, separate regression analyses were con-
ducted for boys and girls. Results indicated that the moderation pattern of
friend support was only evident for major stressful events, not daily hassles,
and only for girls, not boys, ΔF(1, 161) = 4.29, p < .05. The moderation pat-
tern of family support was only evident for major stressful events for boys,
ΔF(1, 143) = 4.25, p < .05, whereas the moderation effect was only evident
for daily hassles for girls, ΔF(1, 161) = 4.38, p < .05. In other words, greater
major stressful events were associated with more bullying for girls (not
boys) who reported low levels of perceived support from friends relative to
those who reported high levels of friend support (Bs for low, medium, and
high levels of social support from friends = .75**, .18*, and –.01*, respec-
tively; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001), whereas experiencing greater
major stressful events was associated with more bullying for boys (not
girls) who reported low levels of perceived support from family relative to
those who reported high levels of family support (Bs for low, medium, and
high levels of social support from family = .50**, .37***, and .21**,
respectively; *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001). Also, experiencing greater
daily hassles was associated with more bullying only for girls (not boys)
who reported low levels of perceived support from family relative to those
who reported high levels of family support (Bs for low, medium, and high
levels of social support from family = .58*, .21*, and .17*, respectively;
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001). This pattern of relations was similar to
that shown in Figure 2. These results provide qualified support for the
hypothesized moderation effects of social support from friends and family
for girls and the effects of social support from family for boys.
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Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to explore three primary hypothe-
ses. First, replicating previous research conducted in Norway and Japan
(Bru et al., 2001; Okayasu & Takano, 2000; Taki, 1992), it was expected
that the levels of stress children experience would be significantly but mod-
estly related to their bullying behavior. Second, we hypothesized that use of
active coping and distraction coping would moderate the positive relation
between stress experiences and bullying behavior. Third, we expected that
perceived social support would moderate the relation between stress and
bullying. The results of the present investigation provided support for the
significant but modest relation between stress and bullying behavior (i.e.,
the first hypothesis), provided qualified support for the moderation effect of
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distraction (but not active) coping (i.e., the second hypothesis), and pro-
vided support for the moderation effect of social support from friends and
family (i.e., the third hypothesis). Each hypothesis is considered below.

First, in terms of the relation between stress and bullying, there was
indeed a significant, positive association between stress and self-reported
bullying, and this was true for both major stressful events and daily hassles.
Specifically, both boys and girls who reported high levels of stress (i.e.,
major stressful events or daily hassles) were more likely to report bullying
behavior. However, as expected, the relation was modest, which suggests
the influence of other factors in the relation between stress and bullying. In
contrast, the relation between reported stress and peer assessments of bul-
lying was not significant. Previous studies of stress and bullying (Bru et al.,
2001; Okayasu & Takano, 2000; Taki, 1992) have been based solely on
self-reports, raising concerns that the relations observed are primarily the
result of shared method variance. However, given evidence that this rela-
tionship is observed consistently across countries despite variations in mea-
sures and samples, it may be a meaningful one. Moreover, it is important to
recognize that peer assessments of bullying are likely based on long-standing
reputations for such behavior (see Hymel, Wagner, & Butler, 1990) and as
such may simply be less sensitive to variations in such behavior as a func-
tion of ongoing stress or significant life events.

The second hypothesis of the present study examined the potential
stress-buffering effects of coping on the observed stress-bullying link.
Specifically, based on Gonzales et al.’s (2001) research on conduct prob-
lems, we expected that greater use of active coping (i.e., efforts either to
change the situation or to think about it more positively) or distraction cop-
ing (i.e., attempts to engage in an alternative activity to avoid thinking the
problem) would moderate the relation between stress and bullying behav-
ior, with less bullying evident when such strategies are employed. Results
of the present study failed to demonstrate the hypothesized impact of active
coping strategies, but it did reveal the remarkable but complicated effect of
distraction coping on the stress-bullying link. Specifically, children who
relied extensively on use of distraction coping were more likely to bully
when under stress. For children who did not rely on distraction coping,
stress levels did not appear to influence reported bullying. This pattern was
predominantly evident among girls, not boys. Gonzales et al. also found
that the moderating effect of stress (on acting-out behavior–conduct disor-
der) was evident only for girls.

Interesting is the fact that the hypothesized moderation pattern of dis-
traction coping was observed only for major life events, but not for daily
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hassles, despite evidence that daily hassles have been found to be more
strongly related to psychological symptoms than major stressful events in
both adults (DeLongis et al., 1982; Kanner et al., 1981) and youth (Compas
et al., 1987). One possibility here is that, within the school context, daily
hassles are fairly consistent over time and therefore do not differentially
affect bullying in the same way as significant life events. Another possibil-
ity, however, is that bullying behavior itself influences the child’s experi-
ence of daily hassles (e.g., perhaps adding to concerns over retaliation or
getting into trouble with teachers) and reduces children’s options for sup-
port especially from peers who fear they may be the next victims. The pre-
sent findings certainly underscore the need to consider both types of
stressors in research on stress and coping.

Previous research (i.e., Gonzales et al., 2001) showed a classic stress-
buffering effect whereby the effects of stress (major stressful events) were
mitigated by effective coping, specifically distraction coping (as well as
active coping). In contrast, the use of distraction coping in the present study
was associated with more bullying under high stress. The discrepancy
between Gonzales et al.’s study and the present study might be attributable
to differences in the nature of the outcome measures examined across stud-
ies (i.e., bullying vs. general conduct problems). Moreover, Gonzales et al.
conducted their study in inner-city schools located in a high-stress urban
context, which may reflect generally higher levels of stress overall than in
the present sample, which was taken from urban and suburban but middle-
class school contexts. Further research is needed to determine the general-
izability of these findings and to consider why these patterns are evident
primarily for girls and not boys.

Nevertheless, results of the present study suggest that considerable cau-
tion must be exercised in helping children find effective ways to cope with
stress. Indeed, in this study, for children who experience high levels of
stress due to major stressful events, high use of distraction coping appeared
to be associated with greater bullying. This finding runs counter to the pre-
vious research with adults (e.g., Blanchard-Fields & Irion, 1988) showing
that emotion-focused coping, including distraction, appears to be particu-
larly helpful in response to uncontrollable stressors. Although it is not clear
in the present study whether children perceived being bullied as control-
lable or uncontrollable, these findings underscore the need to examine the
efficacy of particular coping strategies with children.

Earlier research by Gonzales et al. (2001) demonstrated the stress-
buffering effect of active coping on conduct problems. Specifically, they
found that active coping moderated the positive relation between family
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stress and conduct problems for girls. Extending this research to bullying,
a unique form of aggressive behavior, a similar pattern of moderation was
anticipated in the present study but was not confirmed. Use of active cop-
ing strategies had no moderating effect on the link between stress and bul-
lying. Conduct disorder and bullying share broad characteristics of aggressive
behavior, but they reflect very different behavioral challenges that may
affect the impact of active coping on these different outcome variables.
Future research is needed to understand the differential processes that may
be operating in each case.

Finally, the findings of the present study contributes to our theoretical
understanding of how and under what conditions social support may protect
children from the negative effects of stress on bullying behavior. Results of
the present study demonstrated that social support, particularly those students
who perceived the availability of their family members, was effective in
reducing the likelihood that stress (especially major stressful events) would
lead to increased bullying. Earlier studies have demonstrated the stress-
buffering effects of social support on school adjustment problems (Dubow &
Tisak, 1989; Pryor-Brown & Cowen, 1989). These studies showed that per-
ceived social support from friends or family moderated the positive relation
between major stressful events and teacher-rated school problems. In the pre-
sent study, perceived support from family appeared to serve as a buffer,
reducing the likelihood that stress leads to bullying among highly stressed
children. This was true for both major stressful events and daily hassles, when
the different types of stressors were considered separately.

Overall, these findings suggest that social support from family could be
one resource protecting children from the negative effects of stress on bul-
lying behavior. It may be speculated that feelings of love, intimacy, trust,
and security within family help reduce bullying behavior in the face of
major stressful events and daily hassles by, perhaps, enhancing children’s
self-esteem or self-worth. In fact, Harter (1988) found that social accep-
tance by parents and peers were important contributors to self-worth.
Further, previous studies on bullying (e.g., Dueholm, 1999; Smith, 1999)
have indicated links between low self-esteem and bullying behavior.

Is the buffering effect of social support similar for boys and girls?
Results of the present study suggest that it may not be. For girls, perceived
support from friends moderated the stress-bullying relationship when stress
emanated from major stressful events, but it was perceived family support
that moderated the stress-bullying relationship when stress emanated from
daily hassles. For boys, perceived family support moderated the stress-
bullying relationship in response to major stressful events. Previous research
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(Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002) found that social support seeking did
not appear to be beneficial for boys, although seeking assistance was help-
ful for girls. This may explain why friend and family support buffered the
stress-bullying link for girls in the present study while only family support
moderated the stress-bullying relationship for boys, suggesting that per-
ceived social support may not be a buffer and it may not matter whether sup-
port is available if children do not intend to access it, particularly for boys.
Thus, different types of social support serve as protective factors in
children’s lives, depending on gender and the type of stress experienced.
Further research is needed to investigate whether these findings can be repli-
cated. The results, however, underscore the importance of paying attention
to the contribution of friend support in facilitating positive behavioral out-
comes in relation to major stressful events for girls and the contribution of
family support in facilitating positive behavioral outcomes in relation to
major stressful events for boys and in relation to daily hassles for girls.

The results of the present study replicated previous findings that stress
could contribute to the likelihood of bullying behavior (Bru et al., 2001;
Okayasu & Takano, 2000; Taki, 1992). However, the present results also
suggest factors that can serve to protect children from such effects. When
establishing or implementing an antibullying program, it may be worth-
while for families and schools to consider the issues of these risk and pro-
tective factors to be included in such a program. While it is important to
underscore the correlational nature of the present findings, they do suggest
possible protective factors that might help children to minimize the likeli-
hood of bullying under conditions of stress, including the potential buffer-
ing effect of social support, especially from family and friends. At the same
time, the present results suggest that considerable caution should be exer-
cised in helping children find effective ways to cope with stress. For
example, the present results demonstrate that at least one form of coping,
distraction, may be a risk factor under high stress conditions. Moreover,
results of the present study, or lack thereof, also raise questions about
whether particular coping strategies (e.g., active coping) are equally effec-
tive in all situations. Future research is needed to examine whether strate-
gies used to cope vary depending on situations.

There are several limitations in the present study that must be noted. The
design of this study was correlational, with all variables assessed at one
point in time, precluding statements regarding temporal or causal relation-
ships among the variables. For example, it is still not clear whether stress
leads to bullying or bullying leads to stress, at least with regard to daily has-
sles. By examining variations over several points in time, we would be able
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to see how bullying changes as a function of different levels of stress expe-
rienced. Also, by experimentally manipulating independent variables such
as stress, we may be able to better evaluate the effects of stress on bullying
behaviors. Accordingly, longitudinal and experimental studies are needed
to address the causal relations between stress and bullying behavior as well
as to identify mechanisms in which protective factors exert their stress-
reducing influence on bullying behavior. In addition, the use of a single
item of bullying in the peer assessment (i.e., “Who bullies others?”) may
represent another limitation, resulting in underestimations of the phenome-
non. Adding more concrete items that depict different forms of bullying
may be necessary to reduce underestimations in peer assessments. Finally,
we must acknowledge the large number of regression analyses performed
and the possibility that some of significant results may represent chance
findings. Despite these limitations, however, the present study sheds new
light on a unique contribution to our understanding of bullying in that there
may be possible risk and protective factors that families and schools might
consider in helping children to minimize the likelihood of bullying.

Notes

1. Class sizes varied from 10 to 29 participants, representing at least 62.1% of students in
each class.

2. Justification for the separate consideration of peer, family, and teacher support also
comes from evidence that these three areas of perceived social support were only moderately
interrelated in the present sample (see Table 1).
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