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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Advancing understanding and mitigating antisocial and bullying behaviors: insights and strategies for school-based intervention





1 Introduction

Aggressive behavior is generally defined as any intentional act aimed at harming or injuring another person physically, verbally, or psychologically (Anderson and Bushman, 2002; Baron and Richardson, 1994). School bullying describes a damaging social process that is based on an imbalance of power which derives from social and institutional norms. It is defined as repeated aggressive behavior aimed at harming individuals physically, emotionally, or socially (O'Higgins Norman, 2024). Bullying behaviors are often subdivided into so-called traditional and cyberbullying. Traditional bullying, also known as face-to-face bullying, is further subdivided into physical, verbal and relational (social/emotional) forms (Jacobsen and Bauman, 2007). Physical bullying includes actions such as hitting, kicking and damaging property, while verbal bullying includes insults, name-calling and threats. Social bullying seeks to damage a person's reputation or humiliate them through behaviors such as spreading rumors, exclusion, and negative gestures (National Center Against Bullying, 2021). With advances in technology, a comparatively new form of bullying referred to as cyberbullying has emerged, which involves intentional harm through the use of electronic communication devices such as computers and smartphones (Englander et al., 2017).

Bullying in schools is a widespread global problem that negatively affects the physical and mental health of students (Ferrer-Cascales et al., 2019; Nickerson, 2019; Perveen et al., 2022; Shahid et al., 2022; Shamsi et al., 2019; Waasdorp et al., 2017). For example, a meta-analysis and systematic review conducted among the Chinese population found a pooled prevalence of 22.7% for overall bullying victimization and 15.7% for bullying perpetration. Specifically, the estimated prevalence rates for face-to-face bullying were 20.8% for victimization and 10.3% for perpetration, while the rates for cyberbullying were 9.6% and 8.4%, respectively (Xing et al., 2023). Similarly, a study in Egypt by Ahmed et al. (2022) reported that 12.5% of primary school students experienced bullying at school. In another study from Germany, Fischer and Bilz (2024) found that about 14% of the students surveyed reported direct experiences of school bullying, while about 7% reported experiences of cyberbullying, either as victims or perpetrators. According to the UN Secretary-General's Special Representative on Violence against Children, “protection from bullying is a fundamental human right” (United Nations, 2018). Despite the growing body of research on bullying prevention and intervention in schools, bullying remains a prevalent issue, highlighting the need for further studies to yield more robust findings, particularly in countries where research on this topic is still emerging and has only recently gained recognition (Cretu and Morandau, 2024).

The Research Topic titled Advancing understanding and mitigating antisocial and bullying behaviors: insights and strategies for school-based intervention aims to bring together evidence-based successful prevention and intervention strategies specifically designed for schools, as well as provide promising starting points for future intervention measures by providing new knowledge of the more complex mechanisms of bullying and its relationship to various contextual factors. The seven research articles featured in this Research Topic not only aim to extend our knowledge about violence, bullying, antisocial behaviors, and their repercussions, but also to advance scientific evidence on effective prevention and intervention strategies in school settings. The Research Topic includes studies from Asia, Europe, Africa and South America. A qualitative analysis of a school-wide bullying prevention program was conducted in Chile (López et al.), a qualitative study is from Switzerland examining the role of social norms and identity in bullying motivations (Moody and Stahel), and research from Sierra Leone highlights the involvement of multiple stakeholders, such as teachers, parents, and the community, in bullying prevention (Osborne). Additionally, a study from Korea explores the role of the Youth Police Academy in bullying prevention based on professional experiences and perspectives (Hong and Goo). The remaining studies are a quantitative analysis from China on the correlations between school bullying victimization, social mindfulness, self-concept clarity, and cognitive reappraisal (Yang et al.), an emotional perspective-based examination of online interactions among Spanish adolescents (Orejudo et al.), and a quantitative survey conducted in China to assess the cumulative ecological risk associated with moral disengagement and cyberbullying (Miao and Li).



2 Understanding bullying at its core—Interplay of psychological variables

The collection of research articles explores the interplay of different psychological variables to deepen our understanding of bullying and to inform the development of more effective prevention programmes. A critical developmental task during adolescence is the formation of self-identity (Erikson, 1968). As adolescents navigate this period of self-exploration, they engage in a variety of experiences that help to shape a distinct sense of self. A well-defined self-concept has been shown to enhance self-regulation skills, reduce tendencies to rumination, and promote empathy by enabling adolescents to understand the perspectives of others (Harter, 2012; Zimmerman, 2000). This in turn supports the use of positive coping strategies, such as cognitive reappraisal, to change their perspective on negative social experiences. While increasing individualization, identity exploration and autonomy are key challenges of adolescence, social relationships, such as relationships with friends and peers, are crucial in providing support, shaping values, and fostering a sense of belonging (Shell, 2024).

A cross-sectional study by Yang et al., presented in this Research Topic of research studies and conducted in China, examined the relationship between school bullying victimization, self-concept clarity (SCC), cognitive reappraisal and social mindfulness. The study also examined the chain mediating effects of SCC and cognitive reappraisal in this relationship. Results showed that students who had experienced bullying were more likely to report lower levels of social mindfulness, suggesting that victimization may impair their ability to act in ways that consider the needs and perspectives of others. Drawing on interdependence theory (Rusbult and Van Lange, 2003), the study explains that bullied individuals often lack opportunities to develop social interaction skills because they frequently experience verbal abuse and social exclusion rather than positive peer engagement. This social disconnection may contribute to behaviors associated with systemic aggression. In addition, research suggests that children who experience persistent victimization may also show impairments in theory of mind development, particularly if they adopt aggressive coping mechanisms - potentially leading to harmful behaviors toward themselves and others (van Geel et al., 2015). Finally, the study confirmed a chain mediation effect, whereby lower self-concept clarity and reduced use of cognitive reappraisal mediated the negative effects of bullying victimization on social mindfulness. These findings provide valuable directions for designing psychological interventions that strengthen adolescents' self-concept and cognitive strategies as protective factors against the effects of bullying. Providing opportunities for positive social interactions to learn from may also be a promising approach.

Another study in the current Research Topic by Moody and Stahel, conducted in the Swiss canton of Valais, explores the links between bullying, youth culture, social norms and identity formation, taking into account the subjective experiences of victims, perpetrators and bystanders. Using interviews and observational data, the study found that students are often judged negatively by their peers when their behavior, knowledge or attitudes deviate from established group norms. Failure to conform to these youth-specific norms can make students more vulnerable to bullying—especially when trying to engage socially with their peers. Notably, the research also observed role fluidity in bullying, where some students switch from being victims to perpetrators in order to escape repeated victimization. In primary schools, bullying and social exclusion were found to be closely linked to students' ability to understand and follow school rules and codes of conduct, such as appropriate behavior in conflict. The findings underline the central role of adolescent norms in shaping peer dynamics. Students who fail to master these social codes are often excluded or targeted, as competence in navigating peer culture is seen as a crucial social skill. These dynamics reveal that bullying is less about individual pathology and more about group-driven processes that enforce conformity and collective identity. In this context, the risk of being bullied is particularly high when students place a high value on peer acceptance. Overall, the study offers a deeper understanding of bullying as a socially constructed phenomenon, rooted in the maintenance of group norms and identities rather than just individual behavior. In this context, bullying can be understood as a corrective to perceived deviance from group values. However, the editors emphasize the need for further research to explore how strategies should be developed in cases where bullying is viewed as a social norm in the classroom, particularly how dysfunctional or negative social norms may contribute to and reinforce bullying behaviors.

A survey study by Miao and Li, published in the current Research Topic and conducted in Hebei Province, China, examines the impact of cumulative ecological risk factors on cyberbullying, focusing on the mediating roles of belief in a just world and moral disengagement. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecosystem theory, the study emphasizes that individuals are influenced by multiple overlapping ecological systems—such as family, school and peer environments—and that assessing a single risk factor in isolation fails to capture the complex interplay of influences in real-life contexts (Evans et al., 2013). This approach is in line with Osborne's contribution in the same Research Topic, which highlights the importance of involving multiple stakeholders in effective bullying prevention strategies. In addition to external risks, the study highlights the role of internal cognitive factors: Belief in a just world refers to the perception that people generally get what they deserve (Lerner and Miller, 1978), Shattered assumption theory (Janoff-Bulman, 2010) suggests that when individuals encounter risks, their belief in a fair world may be disrupted, leading to more negative worldviews. Moral disengagement is the tendency to rationalize unethical behavior, reduce personal responsibility and decrease empathy toward victims (Bandura et al., 1996). It is a key factor in justifying harmful actions such as cyberbullying. Key findings from the study include that cumulative ecological risk was positively associated with moral disengagement and cyberbullying, and negatively associated with belief in a just world. Belief in a just world and moral disengagement each partially mediated the relationship between ecological risk- environmental and social factors that increase the likelihood of negative outcomes (like aggression, bullying, or mental health problems) and cyberbullying. Finally, belief in a just world and moral disengagement played a cascading mediating role between cumulative ecological risk and cyberbullying among college students. The study concludes that reducing multiple risk factors through coordinated efforts by families, schools, and communities, as well as strengthening belief in a just world and addressing moral disengagement, are critical strategies for reducing cyberbullying among college students.



3 Efforts to mitigate bullying in different regions

The current Research Topic also includes articles highlighting regional initiatives focused on bullying prevention. Notable examples include the national whole-school programme for violence prevention in schools in Chile (López et al.) and the Youth Police Academy (YPA) programme implemented in South Korea (Hong and Goo).

Globally, incidents of school violence have bounced back to previous levels since the return to face-to-face learning following the COVID-19 pandemic—and the Latin American region is no exception. During the lockdown, research from Mexico and Chile found increased stress and mental health problems among teachers (Lizana and Vega-Fernandez, 2021; Cortés-Álvarez et al., 2023), which contributed to a broader atmosphere of fear and insecurity when schools reopened. This environment has the potential to undermine learning conditions and threaten the overall quality of education systems (López et al., 2022; McMahon et al., 2022). In response, the Chilean Ministry of Education, with the support of 17 universities, launched a comprehensive policy to reactivate education in 2022. A key component of this policy is the Learning to Live Together programme (Programa A Convivir se Aprende; ACSA), which focuses on school climate and mental health. Conceptually based on the whole-school approach first introduced by Olweus (1993), the programme aims to build the capacity of school leadership teams and administrators in targeted municipalities to address and prevent school violence while promoting a positive school climate (Ministry of Education, 2022). The framework of the programme is based on five core principles: a. Inclusion—promoting respectful, equitable relationships; b. Collective care—prioritizing emotional and psychosocial wellbeing; c. Democratic participation—involving the school community in shaping a safe climate; d. Territorial approach—tailoring strategies to local socio-cultural contexts; e. Multi-tiered support—implementing interventions at three levels: Promotional and universal strategies to prevent problems before they arise; Targeted group interventions for students who need extra support; and Individualized support, in coordination with local health and social networks, for complex cases. A study in the current Research Topic by López et al. presents findings from a large-scale qualitative evaluation assessing the early feasibility of the programme. Using a mixed-methods design, the research highlights a high level of acceptance and commitment among participating schools. The most valued aspects included the conceptual underpinning of the whole-school approach, the collaboration with local universities, and the creation of school climate networks, which were perceived as valuable professional learning communities. A key challenge for the future will be to create sustainability of these elements.

School bullying has also emerged as a serious problem in South Korean schools, especially after three student suicides were reported in 2012 (Hong et al., 2023). In response, the Korean government implemented the 'Basic Plan for School Bullying Prevention and Countermeasures' (Ministry of Education, 2020) to address this growing problem. One of the key initiatives under this plan is the Youth Police Academy (YPA)—an experiential school bullying prevention programme introduced as part of the 2014 Field-Oriented School Bullying Countermeasures Plan. The YPA program involves school police officers (SPOs)—active-duty officers assigned to address school violence—who provide interactive, experiential anti-bullying education at youth police academies in various regions (Kim and Hwang, 2018, p. 2). A recent study by Hong and Goo, featured in the current Research Topic, explores the effectiveness and relevance of school bullying prevention programmes through the lens of SPOs' professional experiences within the YPA. Using a narrative inquiry approach, the study explores the unique identities and perspectives of these under-researched professionals. The findings suggest that Youth Police Academies not only educate students about bullying prevention, but also introduce them to the police profession. SPOs often find unexpected fulfillment and pride in their role, which differs significantly from traditional police duties. The YPA is characterized by a proactive, student-centered approach that emphasizes direct engagement and personalized support—a direction that is in line with the government's current focus on victim-centered strategies (Ministry of Education, 2020). This programme seems to take the task of preventive police work seriously. Again, the challenge will be to integrate this project into the resources of the police force in a sustainable way.



4 Addressing bullying through inclusive and collaborative approaches

The current collection of research articles also presents strategies and solutions to address bullying and related challenges by emphasizing the involvement of multiple stakeholders (Osborne) and leveraging online platforms to gather collective input for resolving complex issues like sexting (Orejudo et al.).

Bullying is a pervasive issue and it has been reported that multiple stakeholders' involvement is necessary to mitigate this Research Topic at its core. The review article and conceptual analysis by Osborne focussed on strategies to overcome the issue of bullying in Sierra Leone and highlighted the role and the impact multiple stakeholders have on bullying prevention and school climate. The study highlights the critical role of teachers, students, school counselors and administrators at the forefront of bullying prevention, emphasizing both preventive and reactive (post-ventive) strategies. It distinguishes between interventions aimed at perpetrators and those aimed at supporting victims. In addition, the study highlights the importance of parental involvement—including maintaining open communication, recognizing signs of bullying and fostering strong and collaborative relationships with schools. The study also explores the influence of traditional, religious and community leaders, as well as wider community members as key stakeholders in bullying prevention. Their support through school partnerships, provision of resources, community-wide awareness campaigns and advocacy for anti-bullying policies is seen as vital. Finally, the role of the media, government agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is examined in detail, highlighting their contributions to raising awareness, shaping public discourse and supporting long-term systemic change. This study clearly illustrates the different levels of the socio-ecological model by Bronfenbrenner (1979).

In the study by Orejudo et al., conducted in Zaragoza, Spain, the complex issue of cyberbullying is examined through an emotional lens, using the framework of Collective Intelligence (CI) (Woolley et al., 2010) to analyse how adolescents interact in response to a sexting incident on an online platform. The core principle of CI suggests that the collaborative performance of a group can exceed the average performance of individual members working alone. The study used a Collective Intelligence platform (Orejudo et al., 2022), which is designed to foster meaningful interaction and produce high-quality group solutions to ethical dilemmas. In this case, 794 students participated in a one-hour session in which they were presented with a sexting scenario involving a girl named Pilar whose private photo was shared publicly without her consent. Participants were then asked to reflect on the situation through open-ended ethical questions and to submit written responses with no word limit. The aim was to track the development of students' responses throughout the session in order to assess the quality and depth of their collective reasoning. Analysis showed that participants produced increasingly complex and thoughtful responses as the task progressed, confirming that structured group interaction can enhance collective problem solving and ethical reflection. The findings highlight the educational potential of such platforms in fostering digital citizenship and emotional awareness. Features such as adjustable interaction pacing and customisable consensus-building mechanisms offer flexible, innovative ways to enhance learning experiences around challenging topics such as cyberbullying or sexting. This study not only contributes to understanding the emotional and ethical dimensions of adolescent online behavior, but also strengthens the case for using collective intelligence frameworks in educational settings to address complex social issues. However, this kind of intervention should always be moderated to prevent dysfunctional problem-solving and the development of a antisocial echo chamber, and to ensure prosocial ethical reflections.



5 Conclusion

This Research Topic brings together diverse, interdisciplinary, and innovative perspectives on bullying and antisocial behavior in different cultural and educational contexts. The studies included highlight the multifaceted nature of bullying—revealing how individual, interpersonal and systemic factors interact to initiate, motivate and exacerbate the harm caused by bullying behavior. From the role of teachers, students, school counselors, administrators and parental involvement to the impact of youth culture, identity formation and psychological beliefs such as moral disengagement and belief in a just world, each contribution adds depth to our understanding of the dynamics of bullying. Several articles highlighted innovative approaches to prevention, including large-scale government-supported programmes such as Chile's Programa A Convivir se Aprende; ACSA and South Korea's Youth Police Academy (YPA), while others explored the importance of collective intelligence and digital platforms for ethical reasoning and problem-solving. The importance of engaging multiple stakeholders—schools, families, communities, policymakers and students themselves—emerged as a consistent theme throughout the topic. By examining bullying from both a preventative and interventionist perspective, and by incorporating both qualitative and quantitative methods, this collection of articles serves as a valuable resource for educators, researchers and policymakers. Ultimately, it contributes to the ongoing global dialogue on how to create safer, more inclusive and psychologically supportive school environments for all learners. We hope that the findings and strategies shared here will inspire further research and collaborative action to address the persistent challenge of bullying in schools worldwide.
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