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Creating a bully-free Sierra 
Leone: a comprehensive 
approach involving prevention, 
intervention, and support for 
victims and bullies by teachers, 
parents, and community leaders
Augustus Osborne *

Institute for Development, Western Area, Freetown, Sierra Leone

Bullying poses a substantial challenge to the educational and social development 
of children in Sierra Leone. This conceptual analysis explores the critical roles of 
teachers, parents, community leaders, and other stakeholders in preventing and 
addressing this issue. It emphasizes the importance of a multi-faceted approach 
by examining the complexities of bullying within the Sierra Leonean context. The 
conceptual analysis differentiates between prevention, intervention, and postvention 
strategies, outlining specific actions aimed at both bullies and victims. Effective 
bullying prevention strategies include teacher training, parent involvement, and 
community collaboration, while intervention efforts focus on immediate support 
for victims and appropriate consequences for bullies. Additionally, postvention 
actions are discussed to support recovery and healing for those affected. It 
highlights the need for sustained efforts, data-driven approaches, and policy 
development to create a safer and more inclusive learning environment for all 
students in Sierra Leone.
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Introduction

Bullying, a pervasive issue with far-reaching consequences, impacts educational 
institutions globally. Bullying is defined as repeated aggressive behavior that intentionally 
harms another individual, often characterized by an imbalance of power between the bully 
and the victim (Volk et al., 2014). This behavior can manifest in various forms, including 
physical, verbal, and relational aggression (Volk et al., 2014).

The school culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and norms that shape the interactions 
and behaviors within a school community (Teasley, 2017). It encompasses the attitudes and 
expectations regarding student conduct, inclusivity, and respect for diversity. A positive school 
culture promotes a sense of belonging and safety, which can deter bullying behaviors.

The school environment encompasses the physical and psychological aspects of the school 
setting, including the facilities, resources, and overall atmosphere (Freiberg, 2005). A 
supportive school environment is essential for fostering positive relationships among students 
and staff, as well as for encouraging student engagement and well-being.

School or classroom climate refers to the immediate atmosphere within a classroom or 
school, shaped by the interactions among students and teachers (Freiberg, 2005). It includes 
factors such as trust, respect, and support, which directly influence students’ social and 
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emotional experiences (Freiberg, 2005). A positive classroom climate 
can mitigate bullying by promoting open communication and 
encouraging students to report incidents without fear of reprisal.

These concepts are interrelated: a negative school culture can 
contribute to a hostile school environment, which in turn can lead to 
a detrimental classroom climate where bullying thrives (Farina, 2019). 
Conversely, fostering a positive school culture can enhance the school 
environment and classroom climate, creating a safe and supportive 
space for all students (Freiberg, 2005). Understanding these 
interconnected concepts is essential for developing effective strategies 
to prevent and address bullying in educational settings.

The scourge of bullying inflicts profound emotional and 
psychological harm on its victims, hindering their academic progress 
and overall well-being (Mwereke, 2015). Beyond the immediate 
impact on individuals, bullying undermines the school climate, 
fostering a culture of fear and intimidation that impedes learning and 
growth (Fauzan and Sulaeman, 2024). To effectively combat this 
pervasive issue, a comprehensive and collaborative approach is 
imperative, necessitating the engagement of multiple stakeholders at 
various levels of society. By examining the roles and responsibilities 
of teachers, parents, community leaders, and other relevant actors, 
this conceptual analysis sheds light on the complexities of bullying 
prevention and intervention in the Sierra Leonean context. It will 
explore effective strategies, identify challenges, and propose 
recommendations to create a safer and more inclusive learning 
environment for all students.

The role of teachers in bullying 
prevention and intervention

Teachers stand at the forefront of the battle against bullying, 
serving as educators and guardians of the school environment 
(O'Moore and Minton, 2004). Their profound influence on students’ 
lives makes them pivotal in shaping attitudes, behaviors, and school 
climate (O'Moore and Minton, 2004). To effectively address bullying, 
teachers must have a comprehensive understanding of the issue, 
including its various forms, impacts, and risk factors. Equipping 
educators with necessary knowledge through tailored training 
programs is essential. This training should identify the signs and 
symptoms of bullying, develop effective intervention strategies, create 
a supportive and inclusive classroom environment, and build strong 
relationships with students (Swearer et al., 2012).

Preventive actions

To deter bullying and foster a positive school culture, teachers can 
implement several proactive strategies: Develop and communicate 
classroom rules that emphasize respect, empathy, and inclusivity, 
ensuring that students understand the consequences of bullying 
behavior (Lee, 2004). Incorporate cooperative learning activities that 
promote teamwork and collaboration, helping students build positive 
relationships and reducing the likelihood of bullying (Lee, 2004). 
Demonstrate positive conflict resolution skills, teaching students how 
to handle disagreements constructively (Lee, 2004). Create an 
environment where students feel safe to express their concerns and 
report bullying incidents without fear of retaliation. Integrate 

anti-bullying curricula that educate students about the effects of 
bullying and the importance of standing up for one another (Lee, 
2004). Celebrate diversity and individual differences in the classroom, 
promoting a sense of belonging and connectedness among students.

Importance of intervention and 
Postvention actions

While preventive measures are crucial, intervention and 
postvention actions are equally important in addressing bullying 
effectively. Intervention actions are immediate responses to bullying 
incidents and can include: teachers should intervene when witnessing 
bullying behavior, ensuring the safety of the victim and addressing the 
bully’s actions (O'Moore and Minton, 2004). Offering emotional 
support and resources to victims, helping them cope with the effects 
of bullying, and encouraging them to speak up (O'Moore and Minton, 
2004). Implementing appropriate consequences for bullies, which may 
include counseling, behavioral contracts, or disciplinary actions, 
depending on the severity of the behavior.

Postvention actions focus on recovery and healing after a bullying 
incident has occurred. These actions can involve: providing access to 
counseling for both victims and bullies to address the emotional and 
psychological impacts of bullying (Swearer et  al., 2012). Helping 
victims reintegrate into the school community and rebuild their 
confidence, while also supporting bullies in understanding the 
consequences of their actions and encouraging behavioral change 
(Swearer et al., 2012).

Differentiating actions

It is essential to differentiate between actions aimed at bullies and 
those aimed at victims. Preventive actions primarily focus on creating 
a positive culture and climate, while intervention actions directly 
address incidents as they occur (Farina, 2019). Postvention actions are 
crucial for both parties: victims need support to heal, and bullies 
require guidance to understand and change their behavior. Despite 
their best efforts, teachers encounter numerous challenges in 
addressing bullying, including overwhelming workloads, time 
constraints such as lesson planning, grading, lack of administrative 
support, difficulty gathering evidence of bullying incidents, fear of 
retaliation from bullies or their parents, and insufficient training and 
resources (Allen, 2010). By acknowledging these challenges and 
providing teachers with the necessary support, schools can empower 
them to prevent and address bullying effectively.

The role of parents in bullying 
prevention and intervention

Parents are the first and most influential educators in a child’s life 
(Sari, 2023). Their involvement in addressing bullying is crucial for 
creating a protective environment and fostering resilience in children. 
Active parental engagement in a child’s life is strongly correlated with 
positive outcomes, including academic success, emotional well-being, 
and a reduced risk of involvement in bullying (Wong et al., 2018). 
By maintaining open communication, setting clear expectations, and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1480833
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Osborne 10.3389/feduc.2024.1480833

Frontiers in Education 03 frontiersin.org

providing unconditional love and support, parents can significantly 
impact their child’s ability to cope with challenges (Kohn, 2006).

Recognizing the signs of bullying can be challenging, but parents 
can equip themselves with the necessary knowledge to protect their 
children. Strategies for parents of victims include: Encourage children 
to share their experiences and feelings about school and friendships, 
fostering an environment where they feel safe to discuss bullying 
(Harcourt et  al., 2014). Keep an eye on children’s social media 
interactions and online behavior to identify potential bullying 
situations (Harcourt et al., 2014). Create a trusting relationship where 
children feel comfortable sharing their concerns without fear of 
judgment (Sari, 2023). Learn about the signs of bullying and its effects, 
enabling them to recognize when their child may be  struggling 
(O'Moore and Minton, 2004). Connect with other parents, 
professionals, or support groups to share experiences and gain insights 
on how to address bullying effectively (O'Moore and Minton, 2004).

On the other hand, parents of bullies also play a critical role in 
addressing the issue. Their actions can include: Being aware of any 
aggressive or harmful behavior exhibited by their child and 
understanding the implications of such actions (Kohn, 2006). 
Engaging in honest conversations about the consequences of bullying, 
emphasizing empathy and respect for others (Kohn, 2006). 
Establishing rules against bullying behavior and discussing the 
importance of treating others with kindness and respect (Sari, 2023). 
If necessary, parents should consider counseling or therapy for their 
child to address underlying issues contributing to bullying behavior. 
Teaching their child to take responsibility for their actions and 
understand the impact of bullying on others (Sari, 2023).

Collaborative relationships between parents and teachers are 
essential for effective bullying prevention. Parents can contribute by 
attending parent-teacher conferences and school events, 
communicating regularly with teachers, volunteering at school, and 
participating in school-based bullying prevention initiatives (O'Moore 
and Minton, 2004). Despite their best efforts, parents often face 
obstacles in addressing bullying. These challenges may include a lack 
of awareness about bullying, difficulty in communicating with their 
children, fear of retaliation, and feelings of helplessness (Harcourt 
et al., 2014). Overcoming these challenges requires support, education, 
and collaboration among parents, schools, and the community. By 
working together, parents of both victims and bullies can create a 
more supportive environment that fosters understanding, respect, and 
resilience in all children.

The role of community leaders in 
bullying prevention and intervention

Community leaders serve as influential figures who shape societal 
norms, values, and behaviours. Their involvement in addressing 
bullying is essential for creating a supportive and protective 
environment for children and adolescents. The prevalence of bullying 
is often linked to underlying community values and norms (Evans and 
Smokowski, 2016). For instance, communities that lack clear anti-
violence policies or fail to address hate speech may inadvertently 
signal that such behaviors are acceptable, leading to an increase in 
bullying incidents. A culture that condones violence, aggression, or 
discrimination can create a fertile ground for bullying behaviors 
(Mac Donald and Swart, 2004). A community prioritizing respect, 

empathy, and inclusivity can deter bullying and foster a sense of 
belonging (Winters, 2020). Concrete initiatives such as implementing 
school-wide anti-bullying programs, conducting workshops on 
conflict resolution, and promoting inclusive events (like diversity days 
or empathy training sessions) can help cultivate a positive 
environment. Additionally, community partnerships with local 
organizations to provide mentorship programs can encourage positive 
peer relationships and reinforce the values of kindness and support, 
ultimately reducing bullying behaviors.

Effective bullying prevention requires collaboration between 
schools and community organisations. Community leaders can 
contribute by building strong partnerships with schools, providing 
resources and support for bullying prevention programs, 
organising community-wide awareness campaigns and advocating 
for policies that address bullying (Doss and Crawford, 2023). 
Community-based programs can complement school-based 
efforts by providing additional support and opportunities for 
youth development. These programs may include after-school 
programs focusing on character development and conflict 
resolution, mentoring programs that pair at-risk youth with adult 
role models, youth leadership development initiatives and 
community-wide anti-bullying campaigns.

The role of traditional leaders and 
community members

In Sierra Leone, traditional leaders hold significant influence 
within communities, and their involvement in bullying prevention is 
crucial. Research has shown that traditional leaders can effectively 
raise awareness about the harmful effects of bullying through cultural 
practices and ceremonies. For example, a study found that 
communities that engaged traditional leaders in awareness campaigns 
saw a measurable decrease in bullying incidents, as these leaders were 
able to leverage their authority to promote positive behaviours (Henze 
et al., 2002). Additionally, traditional dispute resolution mechanisms 
can be  utilized to address bullying incidents, providing culturally 
relevant solutions that resonate with community values. Moreover, 
traditional leaders can offer guidance and support to young people, 
fostering resilience and empathy. A previous study highlighted how 
mentorship programs led by traditional leaders resulted in increased 
emotional intelligence among youth, equipping them to better handle 
conflicts and reduce aggressive behaviors (Whitaker, 2018). By 
working with schools and other stakeholders to implement 
comprehensive anti-bullying strategies, traditional leaders can play a 
pivotal role in creating a supportive environment that discourages 
bullying and promotes community cohesion.

The role of religious leaders

Religious leaders can play a pivotal role in shaping attitudes and 
behaviors related to bullying by incorporating anti-bullying messages 
into religious teachings and sermons. Research indicates that moral 
and ethical teachings from religious contexts can significantly 
influence community values and behaviors, fostering a culture of 
compassion and respect (Ahmed and Hassan, 2023). By addressing 
bullying within the framework of their faith, religious leaders can 
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encourage their congregations to adopt more empathetic attitudes 
towards those affected by bullying.

Additionally, organizing workshops and seminars on bullying 
prevention can provide valuable resources and education for both 
parents and children. These educational initiatives can equip families 
with the knowledge and skills needed to recognize and address 
bullying effectively. A study highlights that community-based 
programs, including those led by religious organizations, can 
significantly reduce bullying incidents by promoting awareness and 
proactive strategies (Holt et al., 2013).

Offering counseling and support to students affected by bullying 
is another critical function of religious leaders. By providing a safe 
space for students to share their experiences, religious leaders can help 
them process their feelings and develop resilience. Research 
emphasizes the importance of supportive adult figures in the lives of 
young people, particularly in mitigating the effects of bullying 
(Arseneault, 2018).

Furthermore, religious leaders can use their influence to 
advocate for policies and programs that address bullying at the 
community and school levels. Their commitment to social justice 
and community well-being can drive initiatives that promote 
inclusivity and respect for diversity. According to a previous study, 
schools that engage community leaders, including religious 
figures, in their anti-bullying efforts often see more significant 
improvements in school climate and student behavior 
(Groce, 2019).

The role of government and 
non-governmental organizations

Government and NGOs play a crucial role in creating a supportive 
environment for bullying prevention through various strategies that 
have been empirically supported. Developing and implementing 
comprehensive anti-bullying legislation and policies is essential; 
studies have shown that regions with robust anti-bullying laws report 
lower rates of bullying incidents. For instance, research indicate that 
states with clear legislation saw a significant decline in reported 
bullying cases, as the policies provided clear guidelines for schools and 
communities (Limber and Small, 2003). Funding bullying prevention 
programs and research is equally important. Evidence demonstrates 
that well-funded programs that focus on intervention and education 
can lead to a measurable decrease in bullying behaviors (Chater and 
Loewenstein, 2023). These programs often include training for 
teachers, parents, and community members on effective bullying 
prevention strategies. A study found that training sessions significantly 
improved participants’ understanding of bullying dynamics and 
equipped them with practical tools to address issues proactively 
(Barnes et  al., 2012). Additionally, monitoring the prevalence of 
bullying and evaluating the effectiveness of interventions are vital for 
informed decision-making. Research highlights that continuous 
assessment of bullying trends allows for timely adjustments to 
strategies, ensuring they remain effective (Fauzan and Sulaeman, 
2024). Finally, raising awareness about bullying and its impact on 
society is critical for fostering a culture of prevention. Campaigns that 
educate the public about the consequences of bullying have been 
shown to increase community engagement and support for anti-
bullying initiatives (Smith, 2015).

The role of media

The media plays a substantial role in shaping public opinion and 
influencing behavior regarding bullying prevention. Through the 
creation of public service announcements and campaigns, the media 
can effectively raise awareness about the harmful effects of bullying 
and promote positive behaviors. For instance, a study found that 
media campaigns focused on anti-bullying messages led to a 
measurable decrease in bullying incidents in schools, as they helped 
to normalize discussions about the issue and encourage reporting 
(Meyer, 2015). Moreover, it is crucial for the media to avoid 
sensationalizing bullying incidents, as this can perpetuate harmful 
stereotypes and desensitize the public to the seriousness of the issue. 
Research indicates that responsible reporting on bullying can foster a 
more empathetic understanding of the victims’ experiences, ultimately 
encouraging community support for prevention initiatives (Wu and 
Jia, 2023). The media also has the power to promote positive role 
models who exemplify inclusive behavior and resilience. A study 
highlights that featuring stories of individuals who successfully 
overcame bullying can inspire both victims and bystanders to take 
action against bullying in their own communities (Keashly, 2024). 
Furthermore, partnerships between the media, schools, governments, 
and NGOs are essential for effective bullying prevention initiatives. 
Collaborative efforts, as shown in research can amplify the reach and 
impact of anti-bullying messages, creating a unified front against 
bullying (Abraczinskas et  al., 2022). By working together, these 
stakeholders can create a safer and more inclusive environment for all 
children and adolescents in Sierra Leone.

The importance of involving students, 
school counselors, and administrators

Students, as direct witnesses and victims of bullying, possess 
valuable insights into the problem, and their involvement in bullying 
prevention efforts can empower them to become agents of change, 
fostering a more positive school climate (Osborne et al., 2023). School 
counselors play a critical role in this process by providing essential 
support and counseling to students affected by bullying (Bauman, 
2008). School counselors are trained professionals who work within 
educational settings to support the academic, social, and emotional 
development of students (Thompson, 2013). They are typically 
licensed or certified professionals with expertise in mental health, 
education, and counseling techniques (Thompson, 2013). Their 
primary responsibilities include providing individual and group 
counseling, conducting assessments, and implementing programs that 
promote student well-being and academic success (Bauman, 2008). 
Their expertise enables them to offer individual and group counseling, 
conduct assessments, and collaborate with teachers and parents to 
develop and implement effective prevention strategies (Bauman, 
2008). Additionally, strong leadership from school administrators is 
crucial for creating a safe and supportive environment, as they are 
responsible for developing and enforcing anti-bullying policies, 
allocating resources, and coordinating the efforts of all stakeholders. 
Together, the combined efforts of students, school counselors, and 
administrators create a comprehensive approach to addressing 
bullying and promoting a culture of respect and empathy 
within schools.
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Importance of interconnected support

The successful prevention, intervention, and postvention of 
bullying require a cohesive and interconnected approach among all 
stakeholders, including teachers, families, religious leaders, government 
entities, and non-government organizations (Butler, 2017). Each group 
plays a vital role, but their efforts are most effective when they are 
coordinated and communicated clearly across the community.

Bullying is a complex issue that affects various aspects of a child’s life. 
When teachers, families, and community leaders collaborate, they can 
develop a more comprehensive understanding of the bullying dynamics 
at play. For instance, teachers can provide insights into student behaviors 
observed in school, while parents can share information about changes 
in their children’s behavior at home (O'Moore and Minton, 2004). This 
holistic view allows for more tailored and effective interventions.

Clear communication among stakeholders ensures that there is a 
consistent message regarding the unacceptability of bullying. When 
teachers, parents, and religious leaders reinforce similar values and 
expectations, children receive a unified message that promotes 
empathy, respect, and accountability (Berk, 2004). Research indicates 
that consistent messaging across different environments significantly 
reduces bullying behavior (Berk, 2004).

Interconnected support facilitates the sharing of resources and 
best practices. For example, schools can collaborate with local 
non-government organizations to provide workshops and training 
sessions for parents and students on bullying prevention strategies 
(Ngidi, 2018). This collaboration maximizes the impact of available 
resources and ensures that all stakeholders are equipped with the 
knowledge and tools necessary to address bullying effectively.

In the event of a bullying incident, a coordinated response among 
all stakeholders is crucial. Teachers, families, and community leaders 
must communicate effectively to ensure that the victim receives the 
necessary support while addressing the behavior of the bully 
(Twemlow et  al., 2004). A study highlights the importance of a 
multidisciplinary approach in crisis situations, where combined efforts 
lead to better outcomes for all involved (Twemlow et al., 2004).

Government and non-government organizations play a critical 
role in shaping policies related to bullying prevention. When these 
organizations work closely with schools and communities, they can 
develop policies that reflect the needs and realities of those most 
affected by bullying. Collaborative advocacy efforts can lead to more 
effective legislation and funding for anti-bullying programs, as 
evidenced by the success of initiatives that engage multiple 
stakeholders (Smith, 2015).

Finally, interconnected support fosters a sense of community and 
belonging. When families, educators, religious leaders, and 
organizations work together, they create a supportive environment 
that encourages children to speak up about bullying and seek help. 
This sense of community can be a protective factor against the negative 
impacts of bullying, promoting resilience and well-being 
among children.

Insights and strategies for 
school-based intervention

Effective bullying prevention and intervention require a 
comprehensive, multi-layered approach that addresses the root 

causes of the problem while creating a supportive and inclusive 
school environment (Coyne and Campbell, 2017). A variety of 
evidence-based programs and interventions have demonstrated 
success in reducing bullying. These include teaching students 
empathy, conflict resolution, and problem-solving skills, which 
can help prevent bullying (Nyawo and Govender, 2022). Creating 
a school-wide positive reinforcement system can foster a more 
positive and inclusive climate. Training students to mediate 
conflicts can reduce bullying incidents. Empowering students to 
intervene when they witness bullying safely can create a culture 
of intolerance for such behaviour (Parsons, 2005). Regularly 
collecting data on bullying incidents is essential for monitoring 
the effectiveness of prevention programs and identifying areas for 
improvement. This information can be used to inform decision-
making and allocate resources appropriately.

Addressing the underlying factors contributing to 
bullying is crucial to achieving lasting change. This may include 
improving school climate and culture, addressing issues of 
inequality and discrimination, providing mental health support 
for students, and strengthening parent and community 
involvement (Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey, 2018). A 
whole-school approach involves the entire school community in 
bullying prevention efforts (Pearce et al., 2024). This includes 
developing a clear anti-bullying policy, providing ongoing staff 
training, involving students in decision-making processes and 
collaborating with parents and community partners (Pearce et al., 
2024). By implementing these strategies and fostering a solid 
commitment to bullying prevention, schools in Sierra Leone can 
create a safer and more positive learning environment for 
all students.

Conclusion

Bullying is a complex and pervasive issue that has detrimental 
effects on the lives of young people. In Sierra Leone, addressing 
this challenge requires a concerted effort from all stakeholders, 
including teachers, parents, community leaders, and other 
relevant actors. By working collaboratively and implementing 
evidence-based strategies, it is possible to create a safer and more 
inclusive school environment for all students. Recognizing that 
bullying prevention is an ongoing process that requires sustained 
commitment and investment is imperative. Continued research, 
evaluation, and adaptation of programs are essential to address 
the evolving nature of bullying. Furthermore, policymakers must 
prioritize the development of comprehensive anti-bullying 
legislation and policies to provide a robust legal framework for 
prevention and intervention. Ultimately, eradicating bullying in 
Sierra Leone depends on the community’s collective will to foster 
a culture of respect, empathy, and inclusivity.

To achieve this, it is crucial for all stakeholders to engage in 
interconnected preventive, intervention, and postvention actions 
that address the needs of both victims and bullies. Schools must 
implement comprehensive programs that not only support 
victims through counseling and advocacy but also provide 
resources and rehabilitation for those who engage in bullying 
behavior. This dual approach promotes accountability while 
fostering empathy and understanding among all students. 
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Community leaders and parents should work together to create 
awareness campaigns that highlight the importance of kindness 
and respect, reinforcing positive behaviors both in and out of 
school. By establishing open lines of communication among all 
parties—teachers, counselors, families, and local organizations—
we can ensure that everyone is informed and equipped to respond 
effectively to incidents of bullying.

Ultimately, by empowering individuals, strengthening 
families, and building supportive communities, we can create a 
brighter future for all young people in Sierra Leone. It is through 
this collective action and commitment that we can cultivate an 
environment where every student feels safe, valued, and included, 
effectively breaking the cycle of bullying and fostering a culture 
of mutual respect.
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