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Abstract 

====================================================================== 

Bullying happens all over the world and many researchers are studying this problem. In Japan bullying is also a serious social problem. As 

a result, bullying sometimes results in suicide, truancy, and social withdrawal. This study focuses on clarifying which variables make 

students vulnerable to become victims or offenders.  The data was collected in two junior high schools in the year 2000.  The participants 

for this study consisted of 380 students (195 boys and 185 girls). Several items were asked in such a way so as to obtain information 

about frequency and degree of each variable. Concurrently, two types of bullying experiences were asked to determine who were victims 

and who were offenders. Then these the experiences of bullying were divided into four groups: students who had experiences as victims only, 

students who had experiences as offenders only, students who had experiences as victims and offenders, and, students who had no experiences as 

victims and/or offenders. Percentages and the Chi-square test were used for comparing the variables. The findings suggest that female 

students tended to become victims and male students tended to become offender. It was also found that students who had been 

victimized by their peers were significantly associated with feeling more pressure from their parents and feeling envious toward other students 

with many friends. In contrast, being a bully was significantly associated with not being comfortable at home and having ideas in support of 

bullying.  Thus, these findings suggest that not only school based variables are important, but also the home environment plays a major 

role in the manifestation of bullying as it is played out in the school setting. 

 ===================================================================== 
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Introduction 

Bullying happens all over the world and as a result many researchers have been studying bullying for 

many years.  In Japan bullying is also a serious social problem.  In fact, 22,841 cases of bullying were 

reported in elementary and junior high schools in 2001 (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 

and Technology, 2002).  However, it is likely that as there are a lot of dark numbers with this form of 

victimization and the victims who did not appear in these statistics were probably also injured.  Thus, it 

is very likely that the official numbers are significantly understated.  It’s clear that bullying is a 

phenomenon which is not always obvious.  Experiences of bullying sometimes have serious effects for 

children: some victims keep their trauma for a long time (Banzai, 1995).  Consequently, bullying 

sometimes results in suicide, truancy, and social withdrawal. Additionally, there are some cases where 

persons who had been bullied in their childhood were also victimized when they became adults (Randall, 

1997).         

The Japanese government defines bullying as “a continuous physical and psychological attack toward 

a weaker person which is one-sided where he/she feels serious pain” (Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology, 1995).  A European researcher, Olweus defined bullying “when he or 

she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative action on the part one or more other students” 

(1986 and 1991).  Also the disproportionate distribution of power would be a key factor of bullying 

(Smith and Sharp, 1993; Fukaya, 1996).  Thus, for the propose of this research we define bullying as 

when a specific student who is vulnerable receives physical and psychological pain from a peer(s) 

repeatedly over time, where there is a disproportionate amount of power between a strong and a weaker 

student.     
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The most prevalent type of bullying in Japan is where the victim is spoken badly to, teased, ignored 

and left out of the group (Morita et al., 1999). Morita (1994) proposed a four strata structure for 

bullying: victims, bullies, facilitators and onlookers.  Of course victims and offenders are certainly 

involved in the bullying, but these two other roles are also key in the bullying phenomenon.  The 

behaviors of facilitators involve encouraging offenders; the behaviors of onlookers, who are usually silent, 

involve accepting the offender behaviors.  

 

Characteristics of bullying victims and offenders 

Bullied victims have certain characteristics which make them vulnerable and which is a key in their 

becoming anxious and insecure (Olweus, 1994: Bernstein and Watson, 1997).  There are other victim 

characteristics like low self esteem (Olweus, 1994; Randall, 1997; Duncan, 1999b), depression (Duncan, 

1999b; Okayasu and Takayama, 2000), being alone in school, and being without friend(s) (Olweus, 1994; 

Duncan, 1999b; Forero et al., 1999).  Victims tend to have compliant and acquiescent behaviors 

(Menesini et al., 2000) and Olweus (1994) called them passive or submissive victims to distinguish them 

from provocative victims who have characteristics of both anxiousness and aggressiveness.  

Offenders, on the other hand, are generally boys rather than girls and their key characteristic is 

aggression toward peers (Olweus, 1994).  They also tend to have higher levels of anger (Bosworth et al., 

1999; Okayasu and Takayama, 2000), give commands, are more dominant than victims (Menesini et al., 

2000), and are generally supportive of using violence (Olweus, 1994; Bosworth et al., 1999). 

Furthermore the offenders sometimes feel helpless (Okayasu and Takayama, 2000), unhappy at school 

(Forero et al., 1999, have bad relationships with their teachers (Okayasu and Takayama, 2000); and, often 

get into trouble or brake rules at school, at home or in the community (Bosworth, et al., 1999).  Most 

students who have bullied their peers have also bullied their siblings (Duncan, 1999b).  
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Students who have both the experiences of being a victim and being an offender have more 

psychological problems than those who are victims only and offenders only. They have both psychological 

and psychosomatic symptoms (Forero et al., 1999) and they have higher levels of psychopathology (Duncan, 

1999b). Just like victims, these students tend to feel lonely, anxious, sad, depressed, tired and have low self 

esteem more than students who are just offenders and students who are not involved with bullying 

(Duncan, 1999b).  

 

Factors which influence the bullying behaviors of offenders and victims 

Offenders 

Nativig and colleagues found that offender behaviors were associated with school alienation (2001), 

and that among boys, group size was positively correlated and significant (Boulton, 1999). Time spent 

without adult supervision, negative peer influence and lack of neighborhood safety were also associated with 

increased bullying (Espelage et al., 2000). Increasing support from teachers and peers decreased the risk of 

bullying others (Nativig et al., 2001).  Matsumura (1998) pointed out that offenders lack a sense of 

consciousness.  They have feelings of neglect and enjoy bullying more than the feeling of helping others even 

if they know their peers are suffering. Also, their stress is related to bullying behaviors. Approximately 

40% of students who have bullied others feel some kind of stress (Hata, 1999). 

Victims 

Parents and the family environment also influence bullying behaviors (Smith and Sharp, 1994).  

Students who received physical parental discipline tended to have offender behaviors compared with 

students who were not physically abused (Olweus, 1994; Espelage et al., 2000).  Another researcher found 

that abused children, especially sexually and emotionally abused children, tended to become victims 

(Duncan, 1999a).  Sibling bullying was most prevalent among children who were offenders and victims 

of bullying at school (Duncan, 1999b).  Also, victims tended to have closer relationships with their mothers 

(Olweus, 1994), and spend much time alone (Boulton, 1999). 
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Methods 

The main focus of this study is on causal variables that relate to the bullying experience. Our 

intent was to clarify which variables make students vulnerable to become victims and/or offenders.    

 

Sample 

 The data was collected in two junior high schools in Ibaraki Prefecture in Japan in the year 

2000.  Ibaraki is mostly a rural area about one hour north by train from Tokyo.  The participants for this 

study consisted of 380 students (195 boys and 185 girls).  The students’ ages ranged from 12 to 15 years 

old.  This age group was selected because in Japan most bullying happens in junior high school (Ministry 

of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2002).   Questionnaires were distributed during 

class time by homeroom teachers and all of them were collected back during the same class. 

 

Measurement 

The questionnaire measured the following variables: 

• Comfort at home  

• Being scolded by parents 

• Feeling pressure from parents’ expectations 

• Comfort at school  

• Enjoyment of school 

• Being scolded by teachers 

• Feeling pressure from teachers’ expectations 

• Enviousness toward other students who have many friends  

• Interest in violent and bullying 

• Ideas about bullying 
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These variables were asked in such a way so as to obtain information about frequency and degree for 

each.  Concurrently, we questioned about two types of bullying experiences: one item asked “Have 

you ever been bullied?” and another one asked “Have you ever bullied someone?”  To help students 

have a clear understanding of the terms in the questionnaire an abbreviated version of our definition 

of bullying was presented to the students at the beginning of the questions.  After collecting the data, 

experiences of bullying were divided into four groups: 1) students who had experiences as victims 

only; 2) students who had experiences as offenders only; 3) students who had experiences as victims 

and offenders; and, 4) students who had no experiences as victims or offenders. 

 

Statistical analysis 

 The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 11.0 for Windows was used for 

all analyses.  Percentages and Chi-square tests were used for comparing the variables about the 

various experiences of bullying.  
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Findings 

 

 

Bullying experiences-victims and offenders 

A total of 103 (28%) of the respondents reported having had an experience as a victim and 74 

(19.7%) reported an experience as an offender.  Among those experiences as victims, female students 

were significantly more likely than male students to be victimized by peers (33.5% vs. 22.8%), p<.021.  

In contrast, although male students bullied their peers more than female students, Chi-square analyses 

indicated unacceptable significance between male and female offenders (22.5% vs. 16.8%), p<.168.    

As shown in Table 1, respondents were divided into four parts based on bullying experiences: 

“victims,” “offenders,” “victims/offenders” and “not involved.”  Overall, gender was significantly 

associated with these experiences. However, among victims, female students were more likely to become 

victims than male students (60% vs. 40%). Conversely, among offenders, males were more than double 

the number of females (69.2% vs. 30.8%).  However, almost no gender differences occurred for the 

composite category of “victim/offenders,” nor for the last category of “not involved.”              

 

Table 1: Reported experiences as victim and/or bullies (N=368) 

 

Experiences Male students  

N (%) 

Female students 

N (%) 

Total 

N (%) 

Victims 28 (40%) 42 (60%) 70 (100%) 

Offenders 27 (69.2%) 12 (30.8%) 39 (100%) 

Victims/ Offenders  15 (45.5%) 18 (55.5%) 33 (100%) 

Not involved 119 (52.7%) 107 (47.3%) 226 (100%) 

Total  189 (51.4%) 179 (48.6%) 368 (100%) 

Note: x² = 9.214, p<.027 

 

Correlates of bullying with related variables 

The data in Tables 2 to 5 indicate relationships between experiences of bullying and some 
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variables that have significant differences among the four groups. 

 

Table 2: Feeling pressure from parents’ expectation, Bullying experiences (N=357) 

Category  Victims 

N (%) 

Offenders 

N (%) 

Victims/ Offenders 

N (%) 

Not involved 

N (%) 

Totals 

N (%) 

Never 18 

(26.9%) 

10 

(25.6%) 

6 

(18.2%) 

61 

(28.0%) 

95 

(26.6%) 

Rarely 16 

(23.9%) 

14 

(35.9%) 

8 

(24.2%) 

105 

(48.2%) 

143 

(40.1%) 

Sometimes 26 

(38.8%) 

11 

(28.2%) 

14 

(42.4%) 

39 

(17.9%) 

90 

(25.2%) 

Always 7 

(10.4%) 

4 

(10.3%) 

5 

(15.2%) 

13 

(6.0%) 

29 

(8.1%) 

Total 67 

(100%) 

39 

(100%) 

33 

(100%) 

218 

(100%) 

357 

(100%) 

Note: •²=28.721, p<.01 

 

“Feeling pressure from parents’ expectations” compared with “Bullying experiences” (Table 2) 

Students involved with bullying as victims (both “victims only” and “victim/offenders”) felt 

more pressure than the other two groups, especially for those “victim/offenders” who experienced much 

more (57.6%=“sometimes”+“always”) than either of the other two groups.  At the other end of the scale, 

approximately 70% (=Never + Rarely) of the students in the “not involved” group felt the least amount 

of pressure.   
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Table 3: Enviousness toward other students who have many friends, Bullying experiences (N=355) 

 

Category  

Victims 

N (%) 

Offenders 

N (%) 

Victims/ Offenders 

N (%) 

Not involved 

N (%) 

Totals 

N (%) 

Never 16 

(23.5%) 

17 

(45.9%) 

10 

(30.0%) 

75 

(34.6%) 

118 

(33.2%) 

Rarely 18 

(26.5%) 

11 

(29.7%) 

6 

(18.2%) 

83 

(38.2%) 

118 

(33.2%) 

Sometimes 21 

(30.9%) 

6 

(16.2%) 

10 

(30.3%) 

45 

(20.7%) 

82 

(23.1%) 

Always 13 

(19.1%) 

3 

(8.1%) 

7 

(21.2%) 

14 

(6.5%) 

37 

(10.4%) 

Total 68 

(100%) 

37 

(100%) 

33 

(100%) 

217 

(100%) 

355 

(100%) 

Note: •²=24.789, p<.003 

 

“Enviousness toward other students who have many friends” compared with “Bullying experiences” 

(Table 3)   

Table 3 shows a similar pattern as in Table 2, with Victims and Victim/ Offenders tending to 

feel more envy than the “offender” group and the “not involved” group. It is interesting to note that 

these two groups (victims and victim/offenders) seem to be suffering from pressure from parents and 

envy toward those with many friends – both conditions are conflicts with interpersonal relations with 

those around them (at home and at school).    

 

“Comfort at home” compared with “Bullying experiences” (Table 4)  

The answer which was selected by bullies the most, was that their home was not comfortable. 

Victims/offenders was next group that reflected not being comfortable at home. In the case of victims, 

approximately 80 % reported more than offenders and victims/offenders their house was comfortable.  

However, as expected those not involved in any bully experiences had the highest amount of comfort at 

home. Male and female students were equally likely to report comfort at home.  
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Table 4: Comfort at home, Bullying experiences (N=367) 

 

Category  

Victims 

N (%) 

Offenders 

N (%) 

Victims/ Offenders 

N (%) 

Not involved 

N (%) 

Totals 

N (%) 

No 5 

(7.2%) 

10 

(25.6%) 

3 

(9.1%) 

8 

(3.5%) 

26 

(7.1%) 

Not well 10 

(14.5%) 

6 

(15.4%) 

8 

(24.2%) 

12 

(5.3%) 

36 

(9.8%) 

Little  17 

(24.6%) 

5 

(12.8%) 

6 

(18.2%) 

54 

(23.9%) 

82 

(22.3%) 

Comfort 17 

(24.6%) 

9 

(23.1%) 

7 

(21.2%) 

85 

(37.6%) 

118 

(32.2%) 

Very well 20 

(29.0%) 

9 

(23.1%) 

9 

(27.3%) 

67 

(29.6%) 

105 

(28.6%) 

Total  69 

(100%) 

39 

(100%) 

33 

(100%) 

226 

(100%) 

367 

(100%) 

Note: •²=45.910, p<.000 

 

Table 5: Ideas about bullying, Bullying experiences (N=322) 

 

 

Category  

Victims 

N (%) 

Offenders 

N (%) 

Victims/ Offenders 

N (%) 

Not involved 

N (%) 

Totals 

N(%) 

Allowed  0 5 

(17.9%) 

1 

(3.1%) 

7 

(3.5%) 

13 

(4.0%) 

Allowed a little 1 

(1.7%) 

1 

(3.6%) 

1 

(3.1%) 

1 

(0.5%) 

4 

(1.2%) 

Dependent 13 

(21.7%) 

12 

(42.9%) 

15 

(46.9%) 

47 

(23.3%) 

87 

(27.0%) 

Absolutely not  46 

(76.7%) 

10 

(35.7%) 

15 

(46.9%) 

147 

(72.8%) 

218 

(67.7%) 

Total 60 

(100%) 

28 

(100%) 

32 

(100%) 

202 

(100%) 

322 

(100%) 

Note: •²=35.747, p<.000 
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“Ideas about bullying” compared with “Bullying experiences” (Table 5)  

The most dramatic finding here was the no Victims answered that bullying is allowed behavior.  

Among those not involved in bullying and victims/offenders, few selected the options that bullying was 

allowed.  As expected, students who think that bullying is allowed were from the Bullying group; 

combining the three allowable categories, 64.4% of the bullies selected these options.  As gender 

differences, female students tend to think that bullying should not be allowed more than male students.   
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Discussion 

 

In this study, bullying behaviors and some other variables were examined with 380 junior high 

school students.  From this sample, 28% (103) reported that they had been victimized and 19.7% (74) 

reported that they had bullied others.   Between male students and female students, victims were 

significantly different, but not offenders.  

  We divided the students into four groups: “victims,” “offenders,” “victims/offenders,” “not 

involved.”  It was obvious that 9% of the students had been both victimized and also bullied.  Olweus 

(1994) obtained the same results for males in his studies: male students tended to become offenders.  

Conversely, we also found that female students tended to become victims.  

Although the main aim of this study was to show which variables contributed to bullying 

behaviors, we also found that “feeling pressure from parents’ expectations,” “feeling enviousness toward 

other students who have many friends,” “feeling comfortable or not at home,” and, “having ideas about 

bullying as allowed or not” were associated with victim and/or bully behaviors. 

 

 “Feeling pressure from parents’ expectations” 

It was found that students who had been victimized by their peers felt more pressure from 

their parents.  It is our suggestion that parents’ expectations might create pressures for their children and 

make them more vulnerable for becoming victims.  Saito mentioned in his book, that children who grow 

up in dysfunctional families, such as having excessive parental expectations, tend to feel isolated and this 

makes them have low-self esteem (1998).  Duncan also found this relationship between emotionally 

abuse victims and bullying victims (1999a). Our opinion is that maybe excessive expectations are a kind 

of emotional abuse causing later vulnerability to being victimized at school. 
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“Enviousness toward other students who have many friends”  

Similar to our results of feeling pressure from parental expectations, students who experienced 

victimization felt envious toward students who had many friends. In contrast, students who had 

experience as bullies did not feel this type of envy.  It may be that offenders are so independent that they 

do not feel anxious about having friends.  On the other hand, it is possible victims do feel anxious about 

being alone and without friends, consequently, this makes them vulnerable and submissive causing them 

to become easy targets.   

“Comfort at home” 

 Our study shows that offenders tended to feel uncomfortable at home.  We hypothesized 

that because they cannot relax at home their stress leads them to look for vulnerable marks that are 

weaker.  Also it is possible that feeling “uncomfortable at home” creates frustration which transforms into 

anger.  It was found by other researchers (Bosworth et al., 1999) that anger was a powerful predictor of 

bullying behaviors.  Contrary to bullies, those students who were not involved (as either offenders or 

victims) were the most “comfortable at home.”  Probably, feeling “comfortable at home” would be a key 

variable in dividing the sample into those involved in bullying (as either victims or offenders) and those 

who were “not involved” (had no experience as victims or offenders).   

The current study did not find significance between “comfort at school” and “bullying.”  

However, we did not ask about the causes of “feeling uncomfortable at home” or “at school.”  Our 

opinion is that possibly some causes might be related to parental abuse and family discipline problems. 

Ideas about bullying 

Interestingly, approximately 30% of the students thought that bullying was acceptable 

behavior (“allowed,” “allowed a little” and “allowed under certain situations”).  Most victims believed 

that bullying is “not allowed” and none of them mentioned that it is “allowed” behavior.  However, bully 

offenders seem to view bullying as appropriate.  Lack of concern for protecting others appeared in 

Morita's bullying research about elementary and junior high school students.  This research measured 

the witnessing behaviors of students who saw or listened to bullying. Surprisingly, 44.6% of his students 



14 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 

tried to avoid becoming involved with bullying even though they observed it.  He pointed out that there 

are often many onlookers and that 5% of them stated they enjoyed watching the bullying (1999).  These 

findings suggest that teachers might be able to encourage students to intervene in bullying episodes. One 

of the well known bullying prevention programs which uses peer support is the Sheffield program in 

England.  There are many other innovative programs that have based their activities on research findings.  

Our study confirmed that a number of key variables influence those who are victims and those who are 

offenders.  Thus, if parents and teachers would respond to the key causal realities of victims and 

offenders (vulnerabilities for victims or frustrations for offenders), bullying prevention would be better 

served. 

The family environment should also receive much more attention since our study found that 

“comfort at home” distinguished between victims and bullies. There were no significant differences for 

victims or offenders in the variable “feeling comfortable at school.”  It is our opinion that schools have 

too long received the brunt of the blame for not only creating the conditions for bullying, but also for 

not being able to control bullying.  We think that further research would suggest that more attention 

should be given to the family environment as a major source of bullying problems. 

The results of this study also suggested that adults should teach students that victims’ feeling 

are important; and, since the bullies in our sample seemed to approve the activity of bullying and to be 

lacking sentiments to express concern for the suffering of others, it might be helpful to teach empathy 

toward others as a part of the overall curriculum.  Many students don’t understand the feelings that 

victims have until they are themselves victimized. If they would know it before their own victimization, 

it is possible that bullying behaviors would be reduced.  Thus, we would like to recommend that 

students be taught more than just about the immorality of bullying, but also about expressing empathy 

toward their peers.         
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