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Abstract. School bullying remains a persistent educational and public health 

problem, with consequences for mental health, academic engagement and school climate. 
This systematic narrative review synthesizes recent evidence on school-based anti-
bullying interventions, with attention to meta-analytic findings, whole-school programs, 
bystander-focused approaches, social-emotional learning, cyberbullying prevention, 
implementation fidelity and economic considerations. The evidence indicates that school-
based programs produce modest but meaningful reductions in bullying perpetration and 
victimization, especially when they combine clear school policies, classroom practices, 
staff training, parental engagement, supervision and peer-norm change. KiVa, the 
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program and NoTrap illustrate different mechanisms of 
action and different challenges of transferability. The review argues that effectiveness 
depends not only on program design but also on cultural adaptation, teacher capacity and 
sustained implementation support. Prevention should therefore be treated as an 
ecological, multi-tiered and context-sensitive strategy rather than as a single curricular 
add-on. 
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Introduction 
School bullying is usually defined as repeated aggressive behaviour 

directed toward a student who has difficulty defending himself or herself 
because of a real or perceived power imbalance1. The definition is narrow 
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enough to distinguish bullying from isolated conflict, yet broad enough to 
include physical, verbal, relational and digital forms of aggression. In 
educational settings, bullying is not simply an individual misconduct 
problem. It is a social process shaped by peer-group norms, adult 
supervision, school climate and the degree to which families and schools 
communicate consistent expectations about safety and respect. 

The consequences of bullying justify sustained prevention efforts. 
Victimized students are at elevated risk of anxiety, depression, loneliness, 
school avoidance and lower academic engagement. Students who bully 
others are also at risk, particularly when aggressive conduct becomes 
stabilized and rewarded through peer status. Bystanders are affected as 
well, because repeated exposure to aggression can normalize harm and 
weaken the perceived safety of the school environment. Bullying 
prevention therefore belongs simultaneously to pedagogy, child 
protection, mental health promotion and school leadership. 

The modern prevention literature began with the Olweus Bullying 
Prevention Program in Norway and expanded into a large international 
field of whole-school, classroom, peer-led, social-emotional and digital 
interventions. During the last decade, the evidence base has become more 
rigorous. Large meta-analyses and reviews of randomized clinical trials 
generally show that school-based interventions reduce bullying 
perpetration and victimization, although the average effects are modest 
and heterogeneous23. This pattern is important: the question is no longer 
whether intervention can work in principle, but under what conditions it 
works best, for which age groups and in which institutional contexts. 

The present paper rewrites and consolidates the current evidence in 
the form of a systematic narrative review. Its purpose is to identify the 
components and implementation conditions most consistently associated 
with effective school bullying prevention. The review focuses on five 
questions: (1) What is the overall efficacy of school-based anti-bullying 
programs? (2) Which program architectures and components appear most 
promising? (3) What can be learned from KiVa, OBPP and NoTrap!? (4) 
How do bystander interventions, social-emotional learning and 

 
2 D. Fraguas et all., Assessment of school anti-bullying interventions: A meta-analysis of 

randomized clinical trials. JAMA Pediatrics, 175(1), 44-55, 2021 
3 H. Gaffney et all., Effectiveness of school-based programs to reduce bullying perpetration 

and victimization: An updated systematic review and meta-analysis. Campbell Systematic 
Reviews, 17(2), e1143,2021 
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cyberbullying prevention fit into a comprehensive model? (5) What are the 
implications for policy, implementation and future research? 

 
Methodological Approach 
This paper uses a systematic narrative design. The term is intentional. 

The review draws on systematic reviews, meta-analyses, randomized and 
quasi-experimental evaluations, implementation studies and economic 
evaluations, but it does not claim to reproduce a full PRISMA review with 
an independently auditable search log, screening diagram and study-level 
extraction table. This conservative framing avoids overstating the method 
and allows the synthesis to integrate heterogeneous forms of evidence. 

Priority was given to peer-reviewed studies and institutional 
evidence statements published mainly from 2015 onward, while 
foundational sources were retained where necessary to define concepts or 
contextualize the development of the field. Core sources included 
international meta-analyses of school-bullying programs, randomized 
clinical trial syntheses, evaluations of KiVa and OBPP, research on 
bystander and peer-led mechanisms, studies on social-emotional learning 
and implementation fidelity, and cost-effectiveness analyses. The review 
emphasized findings that were replicated across sources or theoretically 
important for school practice. 

The synthesis was organized thematically rather than statistically. 
First, the overall evidence base was summarized. Second, program-level 
evidence was examined for widely studied interventions. Third, recurring 
active components and moderators were identified. Finally, the findings 
were translated into implementation and policy recommendations. 
Because bullying prevention programs vary widely in design, duration, 
target age, outcomes and national context, a narrative synthesis is more 
appropriate than a single pooled estimate for the aims of this article. 

 
Overall Effectiveness of School-Based Anti-Bullying Programs 
Meta-analytic evidence supports a cautiously positive conclusion: 

school-based anti-bullying programs reduce bullying, but they do not 
eliminate it. Gaffney et all. 4 reviewed 100 independent evaluations and 
reported that programs were effective in reducing both school-bullying 
perpetration and victimization, with approximate reductions of 19-20% 

 
4 H. Gaffney et all., Examining the effectiveness of school-bullying intervention programs 

globally: A meta-analysis. International Journal of Bullying Prevention, 1, 14-31, 2019 
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and 15-16%, respectively. Their later Campbell review confirmed that 
effects were significant but modest, with substantial heterogeneity across 
programs and settings5. 

A meta-analysis of randomized clinical trials reached a similar 
conclusion. Fraguas et al.6 found statistically significant effects on bullying 
outcomes and mental health symptoms. The effect sizes were small, but 
the authors emphasized that the population impact of universal 
interventions may still be substantial because schools reach large numbers 
of students. This is a central public health argument: an intervention that 
produces a small average effect can prevent a meaningful amount of harm 
when implemented across whole school systems. 

The Community Preventive Services Task Force recommends school-
based anti-bullying interventions to reduce bullying experiences and 
improve student mental health. The recommendation is especially 
relevant because it treats bullying prevention not merely as a local 
disciplinary preference, but as an evidence-supported prevention strategy 
that can address traditional bullying and, in some cases, cyberbullying as 
well7. 

However, heterogeneity must be taken seriously. Average effects 
conceal differences across age groups, regions, school systems and 
implementation conditions. Programs tend to show stronger effects in 
younger students than in adolescents, probably because aggressive peer 
norms and status hierarchies are less consolidated in primary school. 
Differences across countries and regions also suggest that program 
effectiveness depends on institutional fit, teacher preparation, school 
organization and cultural norms concerning authority, peer relations and 
reporting of victimization. 

 
Whole-School Programs and Ecological Logic 
The strongest anti-bullying programs share an ecological logic. 

Rather than treating bullying as a series of isolated incidents, they try to 
alter the social environment in which incidents become possible, rewarded 
or ignored. This logic is consistent with Bronfenbrenner's ecological 
systems theory: behaviour is shaped by interactions among students, 

 
5 H. Gaffney et all, 2021, op.cit. 
6 D. Fraguas et all., 2021, op.cit. 
7  Community Preventive Services Task Force. Violence prevention: School-based anti-

bullying interventions. The Community Guide, 2022 
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teachers, classrooms, families, school policies and wider cultural 
expectations8. 

Whole-school programs usually include school-wide policy, staff 
training, classroom activities, supervision of high-risk areas, parent 
communication and procedures for responding to reported cases. The 
advantage of this architecture is coherence. Students receive the same anti-
bullying norm from multiple sources; teachers are not left to improvise; 
parents understand the school's expectations; and administrators can 
monitor whether practice matches policy. 

The evidence suggests that effective components often target the 
social ecology rather than only individual perpetrators. Parental 
involvement, disciplinary clarity, playground or corridor supervision, 
classroom rules, bystander activation and non-punitive restorative 
responses have been repeatedly discussed as promising elements in meta-
analytic and program-level research 9 . A punitive-only model is less 
persuasive because bullying is frequently sustained by peer attention and 
perceived status. If peer norms remain unchanged, punishment can 
suppress visible incidents without changing the social rewards that 
support aggression. 

The ecological interpretation also explains why implementation is 
difficult. Whole-school programs require time, coordination, staff 
commitment and leadership continuity. They are not simple curriculum 
packages. A school may adopt the name of an evidence-based program 
while delivering only fragments of it. Under those conditions, weaker 
outcomes should be interpreted less as program failure and more as 
implementation failure. 

 
KiVa: Peer Norms and Bystander Mobilization 
KiVa, developed at the University of Turku in Finland, is one of the 

most influential anti-bullying programs because it explicitly targets 
bystander behaviour. Its theoretical premise is that bullying is maintained 
by the peer group: classmates may reinforce the bully, withdraw from the 
victim or remain passive. KiVa therefore aims to reduce the social rewards 
of bullying and increase defending behaviour among peers. 

 
8 U. Bronfenbrenner, The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and 

design. Harvard University Press, 1979 
9 H. Gaffney et all, 2019, 2021, op.cit. 
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The Finnish evaluation by Karna et al. 10  reported substantial 
reductions in victimization and bullying, with additional benefits for 
school well-being and anti-bullying attitudes. Later replication work in the 
Netherlands confirmed that KiVa can be effective outside Finland, 
although outcomes may vary by context. Huitsing et al.11 evaluated KiVa 
in Dutch primary schools using a randomized controlled design and 
found that victimization and bullying decreased more strongly in KiVa 
schools than in control schools, with stronger effects after two years than 
after one year. 

KiVa illustrates two important lessons. First, bystander change is not 
a peripheral component; it is a mechanism. Programs that reshape how 
peers respond to bullying can reduce the social payoff of aggression. 
Second, effects may depend on sustained implementation. The Dutch 
replication suggests that benefits strengthened over time, which is 
consistent with the idea that classroom norms require repeated practice 
and reinforcement rather than one-off awareness campaigns. 

The program also illustrates the limits of cultural portability. 
Replication is possible, but not automatic. Teacher training, school 
leadership, classroom size, availability of program materials and the 
degree of alignment with local educational norms all influence whether 
the Finnish model can be delivered as intended elsewhere. 

 
The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program: Strengths and 

Transferability 
The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) remains 

historically central. It was designed as a comprehensive whole-school 
intervention with school-level, classroom-level, individual and 
community components. Its goals are to reduce existing bullying, prevent 
new bullying and improve peer relations by restructuring the school 
environment12. 

 
10 A. Karna et all., A large-scale evaluation of the KiVa antibullying program: Grades 4-6. 

Child Development, 82(1), 311-330, 2011 
11 G. Huitsing et all., A large-scale replication of the effectiveness of the KiVa antibullying 

program: A randomized controlled trial in the Netherlands. Prevention Science, 21(5), 627-638, 
2020 

12 D. Olweus & S.P. Limber, S. P. Bullying in school: Evaluation and dissemination of the 
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 80(1), 124-
134,2010 
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Evidence from Norway has generally been strong, with early 
evaluations reporting substantial reductions in bullying. Later 
international findings are more mixed. A large U.S. evaluation found that 
OBPP can be implemented at scale, but also showed the complexity of 
translating a program developed in a Nordic context into different school 
systems13 . Meta-analytic evidence also indicates that the same named 
program can produce different results across countries, especially when 
local conditions affect fidelity and intensity 14. 

This transferability issue should not be interpreted simplistically. It 
does not mean that OBPP works only in Norway. Rather, it shows that 
evidence-based programs are not universal vaccines. They depend on the 
organizational capacity of schools, the credibility of adults, consistency of 
enforcement, available time for classroom meetings, staff training and 
family-school cooperation. Program importation therefore requires 
cultural adaptation, not mere translation of materials. 

Economic evidence strengthens the policy case for prevention. 
Beckman and Svensson 15  modelled the cost-effectiveness of OBPP in 
Sweden and concluded that the program can be cost-effective in relation 
to victimization cases averted. The precise estimate depends on 
assumptions about costs and downstream outcomes, but the broader 
implication is clear: bullying prevention should be evaluated not only by 
immediate school costs, but also by avoided costs related to mental health, 
absenteeism, academic failure and later social problems. 

 
Bystander, Peer-Led and Social-Emotional Approaches 
Bystanders are central to bullying because bullying often occurs in 

front of peers. Their behaviour can shorten, intensify, reward or 
discourage an incident. A recent meta-analysis of bystander interventions 
found a small positive overall effect on bystander outcomes and 
highlighted the importance of knowledge, self-efficacy and coping skills16. 
The evidence also suggests that interventions should be tailored to offline 

 
13 S.P. Limber et all., Evaluation of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program: A large 

scale study of U.S. students in grades 3-11. Journal of School Psychology, 69, 56-72, 2018 
14 H. Gaffney et all., 2019,  op.cit. 
15 L. Beckman & M.  Svensson, The cost-effectiveness of the Olweus Bullying Prevention 

Program: Results from a modelling study. Journal of Adolescence, 45, 127-137, 2015 
16  Q. Chen et all., The effectiveness of interventions on bullying and cyberbullying 

bystander: A meta-analysis. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 26(5), 938-954,2025 
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and online contexts rather than assuming that the same bystander skills 
transfer automatically across both settings. 

Peer-led programs add another layer of complexity. NoTrap!, 
developed in Italy, combines school-based and online elements and has 
been evaluated as an intervention against both bullying and 
cyberbullying. Palladino et al.17 found evidence that NoTrap! can reduce 
bullying and cyberbullying in adolescent samples. Zambuto et al. 18 
further showed that the way peer educators are recruited matters: 
voluntary peer educators and nominated peer educators may differ in 
victimization history, popularity and credibility. This finding has practical 
importance. Selecting only socially central students may increase 
influence, but it may also exclude students with lived experience and 
strong motivation to defend victims. 

Social-emotional learning (SEL) should be understood as a preventive 
foundation rather than a complete anti-bullying response. SEL programs 
build emotion regulation, empathy, perspective-taking, problem solving 
and relationship skills. Divecha and Brackett19 argue that SEL provides a 
bioecological route to bullying prevention by improving both individual 
competencies and the relational climate of the school. Nevertheless, SEL is 
not a substitute for clear case-handling procedures when bullying is 
already occurring. Its proper role is Tier 1 prevention within a broader 
multi-tiered system. 

Taken together, bystander training, peer-led work and SEL show that 
bullying prevention cannot rely only on adult surveillance and 
punishment. Students must be given skills, roles and social permission to 
interrupt harmful dynamics. At the same time, student responsibility must 
not become adult abdication. Peer-led and bystander approaches work 
best when embedded in a school system where adults remain accountable 
for safety, monitoring and intervention. 

 
 

 
17  B.E. Palladino, Evidence-based intervention against bullying and cyberbullying: 

Evaluation of the NoTrap! program in two independent trials. Aggressive Behavior, 42(2), 194-
206,2016 

18 V. Zambuto et all. Voluntary vs nominated peer educators: A randomized trial 
within the NoTrap! Anti-Bullying Program. Prevention Science, 21(5), 639-649,2020 

19 D. Divecha & M. Brackett, Rethinking school-based bullying prevention through the 
lens of social and emotional learning: A bioecological perspective. International Journal of 
Bullying Prevention, 1, 93-113,2019 
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Cyberbullying and the Online-Offline Continuum 
Cyberbullying complicates school prevention because harmful 

interactions may occur outside school hours and outside school property. 
Yet the distinction between online and offline bullying is often artificial 
from the student's perspective. The same peer hierarchy that exists in the 
classroom may continue on messaging platforms and social media. For 
this reason, school-based programs can still influence cyberbullying when 
they address peer norms, empathy, bystander responsibility and reporting 
pathways. 

The evidence base on cyberbullying interventions is growing, but it 
remains less mature than the literature on traditional bullying. Reviews 
suggest that interventions can reduce cyberbullying behaviours, although 
changes in attitudes, empathy and moral disengagement may be weaker 
or less consistent. This behavioural-attitudinal gap is important. A student 
may stop a behaviour when monitoring increases, but deeper change 
requires moral, relational and emotional learning. 

Effective cyberbullying prevention should therefore combine digital 
citizenship education with the broader mechanisms already identified in 
anti-bullying research: clear rules, adult responsiveness, peer support, 
bystander action, family communication and mechanisms for confidential 
reporting. Schools should avoid treating cyberbullying as a purely 
technological problem. It is a social problem expressed through 
technology. 

 
Implementation Fidelity and Program Quality 
Implementation fidelity is one of the strongest practical explanations 

for variation in outcomes. Fidelity refers to whether program components 
are delivered as intended; implementation quality refers to how well they 
are delivered. The distinction matters. A teacher may complete the 
required lessons but deliver them mechanically, without credibility, 
classroom engagement or sensitivity to local peer dynamics. 

Tolmatcheff et al.20 examined fidelity and quality in teacher-delivered 
anti-bullying interventions and found that both dimensions can influence 
outcomes. Importantly, high implementation quality may reduce the 
dependence on strict fidelity, whereas fidelity may compensate when 

 
20 C. Tolmatcheff et all., Examining the link between implementation fidelity, quality, and 

effectiveness of teacher-delivered anti-bullying interventions in a randomized controlled trial. 
Prevention Science, 25(3), 407-420., 2024 
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delivery quality is weaker. This finding reframes the implementation 
problem. Schools need more than manuals: they need teacher preparation, 
coaching, monitoring and reflective feedback. 

Implementation also requires leadership. Anti-bullying programs 
often fail when responsibility is delegated to a single counselor or 
motivated teacher without changing school routines. The principal, class 
teachers, supervision staff and parents must all understand the protocol. 
Reporting systems must be trusted. Students must see that adults respond 
consistently and proportionately. Without these conditions, students may 
perceive anti-bullying messages as symbolic rather than real. 

Fidelity also has an equity dimension. Schools serving disadvantaged 
communities may have fewer resources for training, supervision and 
program coordination, yet they may face high levels of need. Policy 
should therefore fund implementation infrastructure, not simply purchase 
program licenses. 

 
Table 1. Evidence-Informed Components of Effective Anti-Bullying 

Prevention 
Component Mechanism Implementation 

implication 
Whole-school policy Creates shared norms and 

predictable procedures 
Policy must be visible in 
classroom routines, 
supervision and case 
handling. 

Staff training and 
coaching 

Improves adult 
recognition, response and 
consistency 

Initial training should be 
followed by coaching and 
feedback. 

Parental engagement Extends prevention 
beyond school and 
supports consistent 
expectations 

Parents should be active 
partners, not only 
recipients of information. 

Bystander activation Reduces peer rewards for 
bullying and increases 
defending 

Students need rehearsal, 
safe reporting routes and 
adult backup. 

SEL foundation Builds empathy, emotion 
regulation and problem 
solving 

SEL works best as 
universal prevention, not 
as the only response to 
acute cases. 
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Discussion 
The evidence reviewed here supports a clear but qualified conclusion. 

School-based anti-bullying interventions work, but their average effects 
are modest and context-dependent. The most defensible policy position is 
neither optimism without qualification nor skepticism without action. 
Schools should act because bullying is preventable, but they should act 
with methodological humility and implementation discipline. 

The first major implication is that whole-school coherence matters. 
Bullying is sustained by peer dynamics, weak adult monitoring and 
inconsistent institutional responses. Consequently, prevention must 
coordinate policy, classroom practice, supervision, parent engagement 
and student voice. A lesson series without school-wide procedures is 
insufficient; a policy without classroom work is also insufficient. 

The second implication is that prevention should begin early. 
Evidence tends to favour intervention in primary school, before bullying 
roles harden into stable identities. Early prevention does not remove the 
need for secondary-school intervention, but it suggests that adolescent 
programs may require stronger peer-norm and identity-sensitive 
strategies because students are more aware of status, popularity and 
reputational risk. 

The third implication concerns cultural adaptation. Programs 
developed in Finland, Norway or Italy cannot simply be copied into 
another country, language or school system. Adaptation should examine 
whether the program's mechanism is likely to operate in the target 
context. For example, a bystander program assumes that students can 
safely defend victims or seek adult help. In schools where reporting is 
stigmatized or adults are not trusted, the program must first address those 
barriers. 

The fourth implication is that psychological support must 
complement behavioural prevention. Most school programs aim to reduce 
incidents, but chronic perpetrators and chronically victimized students 
may need individual or group support that addresses anxiety, shame, 
trauma, moral disengagement, emotion regulation and family stressors. A 
multi-tiered model is therefore preferable: universal SEL and climate work 
at Tier 1, targeted bystander and peer-norm interventions at Tier 2, and 
intensive case management or mental health support at Tier 3. 

 



12 EUROMENTOR JOURNAL 107 

Table 2. Practical Implications for Schools and Policymakers 
Recommendation Rationale 
Start prevention in primary school Younger students may benefit before 

bullying roles and peer hierarchies 
stabilize. 

Use a multi-tiered model Universal prevention, targeted peer-
norm work and intensive case support 
address different levels of need. 

Adapt programs culturally Mechanisms such as reporting, 
defending and adult authority operate 
differently across contexts. 

Fund implementation infrastructure Training, coaching, monitoring and 
leadership time are necessary for 
evidence-based results. 

Integrate cyberbullying into the 
whole-school model 

Online harm is linked to offline peer 
relationships and school climate. 

Evaluate both behaviour and climate Incident reduction should be 
accompanied by indicators of safety, 
trust and belonging. 

 
Limitations 
This article has several limitations. First, it is a systematic narrative 

review rather than a full meta-analysis. It does not calculate new pooled 
effect sizes and it does not provide a complete PRISMA flow diagram. 
Second, the literature itself is uneven. High-income countries, especially 
European and North American settings, remain overrepresented in 
rigorous evaluation studies. Third, the evidence is stronger for reducing 
reported behaviours than for transforming the deeper attitudes and 
emotional mechanisms that sustain bullying. Fourth, cyberbullying 
evolves rapidly with platform use, algorithmic visibility and new forms of 
digital humiliation, so school-based research can become outdated 
quickly. 

A further limitation concerns implementation reporting. Many 
evaluations describe program content more clearly than they describe 
teacher preparation, administrative support, local adaptation or fidelity 
monitoring. This makes it difficult to distinguish ineffective program 
theory from ineffective delivery. Future studies should report not only 
whether programs work, but how they were implemented, by whom, with 
what training and under what organizational conditions. 
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Conclusions 
Bullying is not an unavoidable part of growing up. It is a modifiable 

social phenomenon sustained by peer norms, institutional routines and 
adult responses. The best available evidence shows that school-based anti-
bullying programs can reduce perpetration and victimization, particularly 
when they are whole-school, developmentally appropriate, culturally 
adapted and implemented with fidelity. 

The most important practical lesson is that programs do not 
implement themselves. KiVa, OBPP, NoTrap!, SEL curricula and 
bystander interventions all depend on the capacity of schools to translate 
evidence into sustained practice. Training, coaching, monitoring and 
leadership are therefore not administrative details; they are active 
ingredients of prevention. 

A mature prevention strategy should integrate three layers. First, 
universal school climate and SEL work should build the relational 
conditions that make bullying less likely. Second, targeted bystander and 
peer-norm strategies should reduce the social rewards of bullying. Third, 
intensive intervention should support students involved in repeated 
perpetration or victimization. This ecological and multi-tiered approach 
offers the most credible path from evidence to safer schools. 
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