

[image: image1]
No moderating effect of coping skills on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem: Results from K-CHILD study













	 
	

	TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 14 December 2022
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1004482





No moderating effect of coping skills on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem: Results from K-CHILD study

Yukino Saimon1, Satomi Doi1,2 and Takeo Fujiwara1*

1Department of Global Health Promotion, Tokyo Medical and Dental University, Tokyo, Japan

2Research Fellow of Japan Society for the Promotion of Science, Tokyo, Japan

[image: image]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Michelle F. Wright, DePaul University, United States

REVIEWED BY
Quynh Anh Tran, Hanoi Medical University, Vietnam
Diana Alves, University of Porto, Portugal

*CORRESPONDENCE
Takeo Fujiwara, fujiwara.hlth@tmd.ac.jp

SPECIALTY SECTION
This article was submitted to Developmental Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 27 July 2022
ACCEPTED 15 November 2022
PUBLISHED 14 December 2022

CITATION
Saimon Y, Doi S and Fujiwara T (2022) No moderating effect of coping skills on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem: Results from K-CHILD study.
Front. Psychol. 13:1004482.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1004482

COPYRIGHT
© 2022 Saimon, Doi and Fujiwara. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Introduction: Few studies have investigated the moderating effect of coping skills on the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem. The aim of this study was to examine whether coping skills have a moderating effect on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem among Japanese students.

Methods: Data from the population-based Kochi Child Health Impact of Living Difficulty (K-CHILD) study conducted in 2016 were analyzed. Participants included fifth-and eighth-grade students living in Kochi Prefecture, Japan. A questionnaire for the students (n = 5,991) assessed the bullying experience, self-esteem (the Japanese Edition of the Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale for Children), and coping skills that comprised six types (The shortened version of coping skills for elementary school children). Multivariate linear regression analyses were conducted to examine the association between bullying experience and self-esteem and then the moderating effects of six types of coping as interaction terms on the association were considered.

Results: Bullying experience was inversely associated with self-esteem. All six types of coping did not moderate the relationship between bullying experience and low self-esteem even after adjusting for cofounders (all P for interaction > 0.15).

Conclusion: Coping skills did not moderate the association between bullying experience and self-esteem, suggesting that intervention to boost coping skills to mitigate the adverse effect of bullying experience may not be promising.
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Introduction

Bullying is a notable social problem at school and the workplace globally. The 2018 Program for International Student Assessment reported that 23% of students reported being bullied at least a few times a month on average across OECD countries. Although the definition of bullying may vary by research, bullying generally involves (1) intentionality, (2) repetition, and (3) a clear power imbalance between perpetrator and victim (Olweus, 1993). Regardless of the varied components of bullying, the outcome of bullying for victims is often the deterioration of mental health, such as depression, anxiety, or suicidality (Azúa Fuentes et al., 2020). The global school-based Student Health Survey conducted in Asia, Africa, and South America (2009–2017) showed that children who had bullying victimization were 2.8 times more likely to attempt suicide (Smith et al., 2021). In Japan, similarly, a study that investigated the risk factors for suicidality reported that school bullying had a high odds ratio (OR) in junior high students (OR: 3.1, 95% confidence interval (CI): 2.1–4.4) and high school students (OR: 3.6, 95% CI: 2.5–5.3) (Nagamitsu et al., 2020).

Low self-esteem induced by bullying (van Geel et al., 2018) is the main cause of serious mental illnesses in victims. A previous study found that self-esteem mediated the association between bullying victimization and depression (Zhong et al., 2021). Furthermore, low self-esteem in childhood and early adolescence had an influence on depression, anxiety, and internalizing disorders in later adolescence and adulthood (Sowislo and Orth, 2013; Keane and Loades, 2017). Moreover, students who reported having low self-esteem were more likely to declare poorer self-rated health afterward (Arsandaux et al., 2019). Eventually, low self-esteem was closely related to suicidality (Overholser et al., 1995; McGee et al., 2001; Manani and Sharma, 2016).

Several studies have discussed the effect modifiers that can attenuate the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem, such as social support, friendship, and characteristics of victims like mindfulness and forgiveness (Zhou et al., 2017; Barcaccia et al., 2018). Among them, specific coping ways can be a possible moderator of the association between being bullied and low self-esteem. In general, the coping style includes emotion-focused coping which aims to manage emotions associated with the stressor and problem-focused coping which aims to tackle the problems (Folkman and Lazarus, 1980). Among children and adolescents, problem-focused coping is positively associated with self-esteem (Cong et al., 2021). Another study that assessed workplace bullying showed that victims who chose to seek help or assertiveness as a coping style (i.e., problem-focused coping) were more likely to keep high self-esteem scores in comparison with victims who chose other coping styles, while avoidance of coping style (i.e., emotion-focused coping) deteriorated the influence of being bullied on self-esteem (Bernstein and Trimm, 2016). However, to the best of our knowledge, no study investigates the moderating effect of the association between bullying experience and self-esteem among school children.

In a study that compared college students in Japan and those in the United States, it was revealed that the prevalence of students who had engaged in bullying as perpetrators was significantly higher in Japan than in the United States (17.8 vs. 11.7%) (Kobayashi and Farrington, 2020). In addition, as Japanese tend to have lower self-esteem and are more self-critical than their Western counterparts (Heine et al., 1999; Heine and Hamamura, 2007), Japan is a suitable setting to assess the modifiable factors that mitigate the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem.

The aim of this study was to investigate whether bullying experience affects self-esteem and whether coping skills have a moderation effect on the association or not. This study hypothesized that (1) bullying experience is associated with low self-esteem and (2) coping skills moderate the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem.



Materials and methods


Participants

We analyzed data from the Kochi Child Health Impact of Living Difficulty (K-CHILD) study conducted in 2016 (Doi et al., 2020). TF designed the K-CHILD study in consultation with Kochi Prefecture. The objective of this study was to assess the living and health conditions of elementary school, junior high school, and high school students and their parents in Kochi Prefecture, Japan. Kochi Prefecture has a population of 690,211 and 317,822 households as of September 2020. In Kochi, 2.55% of households receive public assistance as of August 2021, and the rate is the fourth highest of 47 Prefectures in Japan. Kochi Prefecture has bolstered its policies to improve the physical and mental health of children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds.

The participants of the K-CHILD study were students in the first and fifth grades in all elementary schools, students in the eighth grade in all junior high schools, and students in the eleventh grade in all high schools. K-CHILD targeted all public, private, and special needs schools in the prefecture, except for correspondence high schools and one special needs school. The Office of Children and Family Services in Kochi Prefecture mailed questionnaires to each school. The anonymous and self-answered questionnaires for children and their caregivers were distributed to children by their teachers. The caregivers’ version of the questionnaires was brought home to the caregivers by their children. The total number of children who received the questionnaires was 23,750, of which 5,460 were in the first grade, 5,764 in the fifth grade, 6,192 in the eighth grade, and 6,334 in the eleventh grade. A total of 14,539 completed children’s and caregivers’ questionnaires were returned to the Office of Children and Family Services in Kochi City (the biggest city in the prefecture) by mail anonymously or to the schools in-person in anonymous envelopes (overall response rate: 61.2%). Approximately 9,108 questionnaires were distributed to participants, and 3,517 of them were returned by postal mail, so the response rate was 38.6%; 14,642 questionnaires were distributed to participants, and 11,022 of them were returned to the schools in person, so the response rate was 75.3%. Notably, 102 child–caregiver pairs returned questionnaires that were blank. Hence, the sum of valid responses was 14,437.

In our study, the exclusion criteria were as follows: (1) the 1st-grade students because they were not asked about bullying experience; (2) the 11th-grade students because they were not asked about coping skills; (3) children who did not answer questions about bullying experience, self-esteem, and coping skills; and (4) children who chose “unknown” in the question about bullying experience. We excluded from our analysis the first-grade students who were not asked about bullying experience (n = 3,137) and the eleventh-grade students who were not asked about their coping skills (n = 4,395). Furthermore, we excluded the respondents who did not answer any of our main variables, such as bullying experience, self-esteem, or coping skills, and respondents who answered unknown in the questionnaire on bullying experience. Finally, our analytical sample consisted of 5,991 pairs in the fifth (n = 2,906) and eighth grades (n = 3,085) (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
Requirement flow chart.




Measurements


Bullying experience

The question “Have you ever been bullied?” was asked, and the answer could be 1 (often), 2 (sometimes), 3 (occasionally), 4 (never), or 5 (unknown). In our study, we used the respondents of 1–4 as a continuous variable, and 5 was categorized as missing because it was not an ordinal variable. To avoid the burden of responding to being bullied experience, we did not assess the types of bullying experiences.



Coping skills

Children’s coping skills were calculated by using 12 items on a scale of the shortened version of coping skills for Japanese elementary school children (Otake et al., 2001). They were asked about the frequency of their way of coping when they were confronted by troubles. The 12 means of coping are as follows: (1) asking someone how to cope with troubles, (2) asking for help, (3) trying to change oneself, (4) trying to realize the causes of troubles, (5) being alone, (6) crying alone, (7) yelling in a loud voice, (8) complaining to someone, (9) quitting to think deeply, (10) giving up doing anything, (11) playing games, and (12) playing with friends. The Cronbach’s alpha in this study was 0.579. Children rated these items as 1 (rarely), 2 (occasionally), 3 (sometimes), and 4 (often) and then six scores of coping styles were calculated by adding two corresponding questions out of (1) to (12): (a) asking for help as a coping type was calculated by adding two scores of (1) and (2), (b) solving problem was from (3) to (4), (c) emotional avoidance was from (5) to (6), (d) behavioral avoidance was from (7) to (8), (e) cognitive avoidance was from (9) to (10), and (f) diversion was from (11) to (12). Based on previous studies (Folkman and Lazarus, 1980; Machmutow et al., 2012), problem-focused coping includes (a) asking for help and (b) solving problems, while emotion-focused (avoidance) coping includes (c) emotional avoidance, (d) behavioral avoidance, (e) cognitive avoidance, and (f) diversion. When one of the two corresponding questions decided a coping style was missing, we used another score for imputation. When both two corresponding questions were not answered, we dealt with the sample as missing.



Self-esteem

Children’s self-esteem was estimated using the subscale of the self-esteem of the Japanese Edition of Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale for Children (Sakurai, 1992). It consists of nine items: “Are you confident in yourself?,” “Do you think you can manage most things better than anyone else?,” “Do you think you have many values that you are proud of?,” “Do you feel you would succeed if you tried anything?,” “Are you satisfied with what you are now?,” “Do you think you can become a great person?,” “Do you think you have many values for society?,” “Are you able to express your opinion with confidence?,” and “Do you think you have many good points?.” The children answered each item with a scale of 0 (no), 1 (rather no), 2 (rather yes), and 3 (yes). A higher total score means a higher level of self-esteem. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86 in this study.



Covariates

The caregivers were asked about marital status (“married,” “unmarried,” “divorced,” or “widowed”), maternal and paternal education level (“junior high school,” “dropout high school,” “high school,” “technical college,” “junior college,” “dropout college education,” “college education,” “graduate college,” “other,” or “unknown”), annual household income (in JPY1 million units; JPY110 equivalent to USD1), lack of daily necessities (“yes” or “no”), and the experience of relocation (“yes” or “no”). As for children’s sex, height, and weight, the eighth grade answered the questions themselves while caregivers of the fifth grade answered on behalf of them. Children’s body mass index (BMI) was calculated by WHO Growth reference 5–19 years and categorized into “underweight,” “normal,” and “overweight” (de Onis et al., 2007).

School location was categorized with municipalities where the schools that joined our study were located (Table 1). As for scores of coping ways, the category of diversion had the highest mean, while behavioral avoidance had the lowest mean. Details are shown in Table 2.


TABLE 1    Descriptive characteristics of study participants.
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TABLE 2    Distributions of self-esteem and coping scores.
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Statistical analysis

First, a multivariate linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the association between bullying experience and self-esteem. The independent variable was the frequency of being bullied (i.e., never, occasionally, sometimes, and often). The dependent variable was the total score of self-esteem. Then, the child’s sex (“male” or “female”), BMI (“underweight,” “normal,” or “overweight”), grade (“5th” or “8th”), lack of daily necessities (“yes” or “no”), the experience of financial difficulties (“yes” or “no”), household income, mothers’ educational background, fathers’ educational background, experience of relocation, parents’ marital status, and school location were added as confounders.

Then, we also performed a multivariate linear regression analysis to examine the moderating effect of six types of coping as an interaction term (i.e., victimization * each type of coping) on the association between victimization and self-esteem. These analyses were weighted for response rates of each municipality (i.e., probability weight). A significant level in this study is 5%. All analyses were conducted by using STATA version 15.0 SE (StataCorp. 2017, StataCorp LLC, College Station, TX, USA).




Results


Distribution of characteristics

Table 1 shows the distribution of characteristics by frequency of bullying experience. Among all participants, the proportion of the child’s sex and school grade is nearly equal. About 25% of students are overweight. Over half of maternal and paternal age was concentrated between 40 and 49 years, and over 80% of mothers were married. Nearly 60% of fathers had an educational background of some college or less, and over 70% of mothers had a background of some college or less. Nearly 20% had low household income (< JPY3 million), over 10% of caregivers reported that they have experienced financial difficulties, and over 15% of them experienced a lack of daily necessities. Nearly 25% reported experience of relocation.

Among the participants, 4,675 (78.0%) reported they had never been bullied, 638 (10.6%) reported they had occasionally been bullied, 510 (8.5%) reported they had sometimes been bullied, and 168 (2.8%) reported they had often been bullied.



Association between bullying experience and self-esteem

Table 3 shows the association between the frequency of bullying experience and self-esteem. According to the analysis, the more frequently children were bullied, the lower their self-esteem score became even after adjusting for confounders (P for trend: < 0.001); those who had occasionally been bullied (coefficient: −1.60; 95%CI: −2.09, −1.12); those who had sometimes been bullied (coefficient: −2.99; 95%CI: −3.54, −2.44); and those who had often been bullied (coefficient: −4.20; 95%CI: −5.20, −3.19).


TABLE 3    Association between the frequency of bullying experiences and self-esteem score.
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The moderating effect of various coping styles on the relationship between bullying experience and self-esteem

Table 4 indicates that the interaction term of the bullying victimization score as a continuous variable and the score of each coping way as a continuous variable did not make a significant difference in self-esteem score (P > 0.1 in any type of coping). There was no significant influence of coping ways on the association between bullying experience and levels of self-esteem.


TABLE 4    Effect of each coping skill as a moderator on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem score.
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Discussion

In our study, we found that there was a dose–response association between bullying victimization and self-esteem; victims who had been bullied more frequently were likely to have lower self-esteem. Furthermore, any type of coping did not moderate the association, that is, victims’ self-esteem was consistently deteriorated by bullying experience, regardless of coping skills.

Our finding on the association between bullying victimization and low self-esteem was consistent with the hypothesis. Based on the diathesis-stress model, bullying victimization, or negative evaluations from others, can activate cognitive vulnerabilities (Swearer and Hymel, 2015). Furthermore, the time perspective can explain the mechanism of the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem. Time perspective refers to individual thoughts and feelings about their past, present, and future (Zimbardo and Boyd, 2015), which is developed and varies in adolescence (Mello, 2019). Bullying experiences may cause negative feelings about the past, present, and future, and more frequency to think about the past, which leads to lower self-esteem according to previous findings (Moon and Mello, 2021).

The lack of moderating effect on the association between bullying experience and self-esteem was inconsistent with previous studies that showed the interaction effect of coping styles on the association between bullying experience and mental health. Our hypothesis that coping skills moderate the association between bullying experience and low self-esteem was not supported. Coping self-efficacy and emotion dysregulation had a mediation effect on the association between cyber victimization and internalizing difficulties (Trompeter et al., 2018), and coping partially mediates the association between appearance−related bullying problems and self−esteem among young students in Australia (Lodge and Feldman, 2007). The way that one seeks help and assertiveness moderated the impact of bullying victimization on individual well-being including self-esteem, whereas avoidance had a mediation effect on the relationship on workplace bullying in South Africa (Bernstein and Trimm, 2016). Although these studies reported that specific ways of coping had moderating or mediating effects on the association between bullying victimization and self-esteem, our study did not find any moderating effects of coping ways. We consider this inconsistency to be attributed to the specific characteristics of the Japanese culture, that is, collectivism. Compared with other cultures, the Japanese are more likely to think that individuals should behave in a similar way to others. Although individualism had been prevalent as modernization progressed around the world, collectivistic values remained in Japan in some aspects of family and friendship (Hamamura, 2012). Furthermore, the number of Japanese who selected “respect individual rights” as an important moral principle had decreased. Thus, a coping strategy may not protect from deterioration of mental health because students who behave based on a coping strategy will be seen as outliers, which would lead to further isolation from peers. As a result, bullying in Japan would have a tragic impact on victims, regardless of their coping capability.

According to our findings, a strategy that promotes children’s coping skills may not be helpful to mitigate the adverse impacts of bullying experiences, at least among Japanese children. Rather than the strategy to change the children’s behaviors, it may be important to create a support system around the children. A previous study showed that social support mitigates the adverse impacts of bullying experiences (Machmutow et al., 2012; Mishna et al., 2016). An approach to foster the relationship between children and parents, teachers, or other adults and to create a third place for children may be effective to buffer the impacts of bullying and prevent bullying on self-esteem (Fujiwara et al., 2020).

This study has several limitations. First, it is a cross-sectional study. We could not evaluate the causality between bullying victimization and low self-esteem. Some studies mentioned reverse causality, that is, low self-esteem in children led to a higher likelihood of being victims of school bullying (Brito and Oliveira, 2013; Silva et al., 2020). Second, the data of the K-CHILD study do not reflect the situation throughout Japan. Furthermore, the response rate in Kochi City was lower than in other municipalities. Therefore, this study cannot be generalized to the whole of Japan. Third, the experience of being bullied is a self-rated question, so some students might not remember correctly, and some students might not want to answer the question to keep their experience a secret. Besides, some students answered unknown questions on bullying (4.21% of 6,606 students), but we have excluded them from this study. Therefore, there is a possibility that students who had been bullied and kept it secret were excluded. Fourth, we could not assess the type of bullying, intentionality, repetition, and power imbalance due to using one question “Have you ever been bullied?” in this study. Especially, the power imbalance between the bully and victim is an important aspect because it helps to distinguish between bullying and other aggressive behaviors (Aalsma and Brown, 2008). Although it remains difficult to define bullying and a detailed assessment of bullying has risks in the school (Olweus, 1993; Basilici et al., 2022), we need to assess the multiple aspects of bullying experiences in a further study.

The most significant point in the settings of education is to eradicate bullying itself. Bullying has a major and lasting impact on students’ mental health and suicidality. Therefore, if adults noticed or encountered victimization, they should not ask victims to cope themselves but instead, make an effort not to repeat the bullying.
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