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School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health 

Legislation and Context for Irish Schools 

In line with the requirements of the Education (Welfare) Act 2000 and the code of behaviour 
guidelines issued by the NEWB and Circular 0045/2013, all Community and Comprehensive 
schools have been operating within the Department of Education Anti-Bullying Procedures 
for Post Primary Schools since 2014.    

These procedures give direction and guidance to school authorities and school personnel in 
preventing and tackling school-based bullying behaviour amongst its pupils and in dealing 
with any negative impact within school of bullying behaviour that occurs elsewhere. The 
procedures introduced: 

• the concept of the “relevant teacher” and the requirement to name these personnel 
formally in the school’s anti-bullying policy,  

• the requirement to agree strategies at school level which would be used by the 
school in the prevention of bullying and identity-based bullying including in particular, 
homophobic and transphobic bullying. 

• the school’s procedures for investigation, follow up and recording of bullying 
behaviour. 

• the school’s programme of support for working with pupils affected by bullying. 

• arrangements for reporting at Board level, annual implementation by the Board and 
annual review of the policy by the Board. 

Boards of Management were required to commence the necessary arrangements for 
developing and formally adopting an anti-bullying policy which would fully comply with the 
requirements for these procedures by the end of the second term of the 2013/14 school 
year.  

During the course of the academic year 2013/14 comprehensive work was carried out in 
schools on raising awareness of the impact of such behaviour on students and on the school 
community. School stakeholders collaborated in developing and implementing anti-bullying 
policies including training for school personnel and Board members and consultation with all 
the stakeholders in schools including parents, students, and staff.  

The importance of school culture 

The guidelines from the NEWB and the Department Circular focussed on the importance of 
building positive school cultures and climates where formal structures are established to 
manage conflict of this nature within the entire school community.  

Circulars, guidelines, and codes do not in themselves create the environment that makes it 
possible for students to behave well and work together in harmony and in a respectful 
manner. Good behaviour must be supported and promoted by all in the school and should 
be reflected and modelled in everyone’s behaviour and in the curriculum being offered in 
school. School culture must create opportunities which develop an understanding of the 
impact of negative behaviour on others and provide support for dealing with such unwanted 
behaviours. In this regard, an inclusive curriculum and positive relationships being modelled 
in school between all stakeholders which are respectful and acknowledge the importance of 
student voice are key to a successful whole school approach.   

While traditional bullying is still experienced in schools, with the prevalence of mobile 

phones, access to internet and other ICT devices in young people’s lives much of that 

experience is now of a cyber or online nature. As such, much of it happens outside of the 
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school day but ends up very often being managed at school level as the impacts of the 

unwanted behaviour surface when students are together in school.  

What is bullying?   

Bullying is defined in the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools as 

"unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical conducted by an individual 

or group against another person (or persons) and which is repeated over time".  

Bullying has 3 specific criteria that is generally accepted within the literature:  

1. There is an intention to harm those targeted by bullies.  

2. That it occurs repeatedly over time. 

3. That there is a power imbalance between the aggressor(s) and their 

target(s) (Olweus, 2013).  

How is Cyberbullying different?  

There are some differences between bullying and cyberbullying that are worth noting. With 

cyberbullying there is no way for the bully to see the victims’ immediate response to an 

attack, potentially lessening the impact it has on the bully. Research suggests that the 

potential for the bully to feel remorse or guilt for their actions is blunted. They spend less 

time thinking about, or are unaware of, the consequences of their bullying 

(Renati, Berrone and Zanetti, 2012; Sahin, 2012). Online bullies can remain 

anonymous. Slonje, Smith and Frisen, 2013 state that anonymity is one of the most 

disturbing aspects of cyberbullying. It also makes it very difficult for adults investigating the 

cyberbullying and can limit the responses offered. Cyberbullies have 24/7 access to the 

victim, it doesn’t stop at the school gates. There is also the potential to have a large 

audience to the online incidents of bullying (Gleeson, 2014) thus magnifying the impact it 

has on the victim.  

Here is a helpful table to clarify the differences between traditional and 

cyberbullying. 

  

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
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The table below explains the many different types of cyberbullying.  

 

Why should we be concerned?  

In 2014, the Department of Education commissioned a literature review on cyberbullying. In 

it they found that most young people involved in cyberbullying also had experience of 

traditional bullying, and the prevalence rates of cyberbullying were lower than those for 

traditional bullying (Gleeson, 2014). However, since then, the growing availability of new 

technologies, the time young people spend online and the Covid-19 lockdown have resulted 

in a sharp increase in cyberbullying cases.   

Irish children experienced one of the highest rates of cyberbullying in Europe during the 

Covid-19 pandemic (Milosevic, 2021) and there was a 20% increase in “cyberbullying 

victimisation” during the lockdown. But we would be wrong to assume that this is simply a 

legacy of lockdown. According to the 2014 EU Net Children Go Mobile Report 12% of the 

3,500 children engaged aged 9-16 years old were cyberbullied. In 2016 HBSC survey 

(WHO, 2016), found that 11% of young people between 11 and 15 years of age, say they 

had been bullied in the previous two months. The challenge that these findings present for 

post primary schools does deserve further investigation.   

What impact does bullying have on our young people?  

Traditional bullying will never go away, but with cyberbullying the goal posts have changed 

and we need to consider the impact that those changes are having on our students. 

Students who are cyberbullied show similar negative impacts to those who experience 

traditional bullying; depression, anxiety, psychosomatic problems, academic problems, poor 

relationships, self-harm and suicide ideation. Cyberbullies can experience depression, poor 

empathy, suicide ideation and behavioural issues. Cyberbully-victims (bullies who become 

the bullied) interestingly are at risk of the most severe emotional, psychological and social 

problems experienced by either bullies or victims and tend to be rejected by their peers more 

than the other people affected by bullying (Gleeson, 2014).  

Bystanders may also be affected by their action/inaction around bullying. Bystanders are 

those who witness the bullying and who may or may not intervene. In terms of 

cyberbullying, they are the ones who receive forwarded messages, posts or pictures. They 

may visit social media or websites where messages etc. have been posted or they could be 
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with the victim when they receive the messages/posts/pictures etc. Unfortunately, this group 

tend not to act (Gleeson, 2014). They may not act because they blame the victim for the way 

they were behaving online (Hopkins, Taylor, Bowen and Wood, 2013). The bullies may be 

popular and have high levels of social dominance and bystanders do not feel confident to 

challenge them (Rodkin & Berger, 2008) or they may not perceive it as being of a serious 

nature and not feel the need to intervene (Mishna, Cook, Gadalla, Daciuk & Solomon, 2010). 

They may also fear becoming targets themselves or not having the support from the larger 

peer group (Kowalski, Limber & Agatson, 2010).   

What are the challenges for parents and schools?  

• Our inability to keep pace with the rapidly changing technologies leaves parents and 

teachers feeling unable to sufficiently monitor and protect young people (Livingstone 

and Hadding, 2013).  

• Advice given to parents, schools and policy makers dates very quickly and leads to 

guidelines having to be continuously updated and revised.  

• The anonymous nature of social media makes investigation of incidents very difficult 

and may reduce the likelihood of young people reporting bullying as they feel nothing 

can be done.  

• The time it takes to unravel the nuances of cyberbullying is a major challenge for 

schools.  

• The scope and depth of the damage inflicted on the victim, bully, bystander and the 

number of students affected in any given incident can be overwhelming for schools.  

• Offering the most appropriate support for students affected by bullying/cyberbullying 

is an ongoing concern. Referral services are overrun and appointments to outside 

agencies can prove a major problem.  

• Upskilling teachers and parents around online safety, new technologies and new 

platforms is an on-going challenge. Sometimes we are only getting our heads around 

Instagram when a new site i.e. Discord, pops up and we are back to square one.   

What doesn’t work in schools?  

Research has found the following strategies to be counterproductive; the use of punitive 

sanctions, restorative conferencing when leaders are not sufficiently trained, and peer 

mentoring that have poor training or ongoing support services.   

The tool is in the telling (Ní Annracháin, 2021) – One School’s Experience  

Our on the ground experience of managing bullying and cyberbullying situations would 

suggest that early intervention is key. Putting in the groundwork with students in this 

area enables them to recognise bullying/cyberbullying, and we have found that they are 

more likely to report it when they have a full understanding of what it is and how they can 

report it.  

Creating a supportive climate in school where students feel that they can report bullying 

/cyberbullying and feel that they will be protected and understood. Tools to help them report 

are very helpful here.  

Involving students in the whole school approach to bullying/cyberbullying.  

Having the time and expertise to deal with these situations is vital. We have access to a 

skilled psychotherapist and counsellor and her knowledge, expertise and guidance in this 

area is vital. It would be transformative if schools had some level of in-house access 

to a service/skill set like this.   
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What works in schools?  

What has proven helpful are strategies that include problem focused coping strategies, 

involving and educating parents, ongoing education and training for the adults and students, 

positive school climate, clear school policies on how to deal with bullying/cyberbullying, 

training for teachers and school staff and; involving students in forming policies and 

getting student input when deciding sanctions. There is no doubt that when young people 

have a legitimate and clear expectation of how they will be spoken to and treated especially 

in challenging situations and are confident that within school processes their dignity will be 

respected no matter what harm has been done, then these issues can be resolved.  

Restorative Practices 

Schools which have worked on introducing restorative practices have experienced significant 
results in managing unwanted behaviours and in promoting positive mental health. Key to 
this approach favoured by many of our schools is the notion of circles.  

The circle is a distinctive kind of space for student voice. Schools use circles to develop trust 
and build community and for problem solving.   

Building a democratic, happy, and safe school – (Coyne 2021) - One school’s 
experience 

“Now when conflict happens, we try not to steal it from the students with our rules and 
suspensions. We remember that the problem is the problem, the person is not the problem. 
Scaffolded by curious questions rather than bombarded by judgement and frustration those 
causing harm are helped to be accountable and are empowered to find solutions. After all 
they usually must continue to live together where the harm happened!  

In a restorative meeting all are respected and listened to and make that journey inward. As a 
community we started to have high expectations of each other. We also continue to provide 
a strong network of support for each other in order to be the best we can be. We conduct 
staff business in circles too.  

Our key to building a fair, democratic, and happy school lies in the conversations we have 
and the structures we have in place. We guard this carefully and pay attention when things 
go wrong providing support for each other so that we are the best we can be. 

This culture at which we work, creating and recreating every day, underpins our work in 
promoting “voice”. It establishes a safe and inclusive “space” for voices to be heard. The 
openness and trust evident in everyday interactions and in the relationships between staff 
and students perfectly positions student voice and enables it to thrive while the circles 
themselves support what Lundy calls audience and influence. We have circle agreements. 
The Circle keeper oversees the follow through.  

We have seen how this work supports learning and learner voice in our classrooms. It 
complements and supports the development of many Key Skills in the Junior Cycle 
classroom. Classes with experience of Circles have a more positive classroom climate, 
stronger connections with peers, better listening skills and can give and take feedback more 
easily and effectively-a critical part of 21st century learning and an essential part of 
developing/enabling student voice in our school. We've had classes ask their tutors for 
Circles when they felt the atmosphere was not good or when they wanted to solve a class 
problem because they weren't able to learn! When students trust each other, they have 
greater freedom to engage in thinking and learning. In circles they have space to test the 
trust.”  

 


