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Abstract  

Introduction: This research examines policies relating to school bullying in Saudi Arabia 

and how existing policies have been understood and applied.  

Research Methods: An interpretivist theoretical perspective was used to qualitatively 

investigate school bullying. Four male schools and three female schools were approached 

and a total of 39 staff were interviewed. These staff members included teachers, social 

workers, principals and deputy principals. In addition, three policy officers from the 

Education Department were interviewed.  

Results: Findings indicated that there was a general lack of understanding about school 

bullying, even though educators were aware of the existence of an official policy. Schools 

responded to situations of school bullying, when they occurred, by drawing on traditional 

methods of assessment and response rather than using more evidence-based practices.  

Discussion and Conclusion: The outcome from the research has led to recommendations 

for improving the knowledge and training of educators to better equip them to respond to 

school bullying. These include educational sessions for teachers and students, training for 

school educators and an Education Department review of bullying policies.  

Key words: bullying, school bullying, educators, policies around bullying  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Bullying among school students is not a new phenomenon. There have been always 

some students subjected to either direct or indirect harassment by other students who 

are either older or physically stronger than them. Academics and scholars have been 

writing about school bullying since the 1970s to identify the causes and effects of 

bullying and to use strategies to prevent it from happening in school settings (Olweus, 

1978). The literature of student bullying has received considerable public attention in 

countries such as Japan, Canada, England, Australia, the United States.  

Due to the increase in public concern about bullying, there has been an increase 

of research interest into bullying, especially on types of bullying, such as school 

bullying, cyber bullying, workplace bullying and also on the consequences of bullying. 

There has also been increasing societal awareness in many Middle East countries, 

particularly Saudi Arabia. Here we see that students are not the only victims of 

bullying: there are also teachers who bully or are bullied by students (Olweus, 1991). 

This is a particular manifestation of the bullying problem in Saudi Arabia. There are 

several other factors that contribute to bullying in the school environment, such as the 

use of offensive and derogatory language among students or having larger class sizes, 

which can create an unfriendly environment.  

Defining Bullying 

There are as many definitions for the term ‘bullying’ as there are different types of 

bullying. However, the main focus of this study is on school bullying. Having said 

that, the current definition of bullying can be summarised in three elements; these 

involve intentional or deliberate acts, repeated over time, and characterised by a power 

imbalance. According to Cross, Shaw, Hearn, Monks, Lester & Thomas (2009, p. 22), 

bullying can be defined as: 

Any form of aggressive behaviour that is repeated, intended to cause harm and 

characterised by an imbalance of power, and is ‘hidden’, out of sight of, or 

unacknowledged by, adults. Covert bullying includes behaviours linked to 

social aggression, relational aggression and indirect aggression, including 
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bullying by means of technology where the bullying behaviour is either 

unwitnessed, or not addressed, by an adult. 

The Department of Health and Human Services (2015) defines bullying as 

‘unwanted, aggressive behaviour among school-aged children that involves a real or 

perceived power imbalance’. Bullying is also a recurrent behaviour that is repeated, 

and often is repeated again and again over time. Kids who are bullied and also kids 

who bully others may develop serious, lasting problems. Bullying can take place in a 

covert or overt form and it can happen person-to-person or online. 

Purpose of the Study 

The study aims at investigating the responses by policy makers, principals, teachers 

and school advisors (who are social workers) to school bullying in Saudi Arabia and 

will compare responses to policies around this issue. The study also aims to see how 

policies could align more effectively with staff responses to bullying in schools. The 

study will explore bullying responses using a qualitative approach. 

The participants in this study are principals or deputy principals, teachers and school 

advisors (also known as social workers in Saudi Arabia) and policy officers in 

education administration. How can principals, teachers and school advisors identify 

bullying? Which student behaviours should be classified as bullying? Are school 

policies robust enough to counter instances of bullying amongst students? 

Research Objectives 

This project has four aims:  

1. To explore current practice around school bullying and the influence of 

social and cultural factors that may influence bullying responses in 

educational institutions 

2. To understand how teachers, principals and policy officers identify and 

manage school bullying 

3. To identify strengths and the weaknesses of existing polices around school 

bullying 

4. To develop a framework for best practice around school bullying. 

 

https://www.stopbullying.gov/at-risk/effects/index.html
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Research Significance  

It is vitally important that students learn in a safe learning environment in order for 

them to achieve life and learning goals. This study critically investigates bullying 

responses and strategies in schools. The purpose is to develop best practice around 

school bullying so that schools in Saudi Arabia will be able to curb bullying problems 

effectively. A comparison of policies and practices around bullying in both countries 

will lead to a broader understanding of best practice in response to bullying. 

Personal Motivations  

My interest in bullying began when I started working as a social worker at Alsawlatiah 

primary and secondary schools in 2006 to 2008. During my work at Alsawlatiah — a 

privately owned school — I helped many students who were subjected to bullying by 

other students. My role was to enhance the students’ emotional wellbeing and to 

improve their academic performance, as well as to provide advice to the teachers and 

parents of the bullying victims on how they could give the most effective support to 

these students. My interest in bullying gained momentum when I become a lecturer at 

Umm Al-Qura University in Medina. I continued counselling students who had been 

bullied at the university by their classmates or other students. I realized that bullying 

was not only confined to primary or secondary schools: it is pervasive throughout the 

entire educational system. At that time I started to research the issue of school bullying 

and I soon noted that most people do not understand the issue of bullying well. Both 

principals and teachers often confuse other school misbehaviors with bullying. Their 

lack of understanding about bullying is also compounded by the absence of clear 

policies and procedures to tackle bullying in the school environment. Clearly, bullying 

is a phenomenon that is not clear-cut to many because it comes in many forms and 

shapes. So, I decided to study school bullying in depth, hoping that this would help 

school principals in Makkah to take some measures to identify and prevent or 

counteract bullying in their schools.  

I have chosen bullying because first and foremost it interests me, and second, I 

believe it is my duty as a social worker to promote social justice, human rights and 

equality and to advocate for the victims of bullying. Despite the fact that bullying is a 

multifaceted behavior that shifts with the situation, the people involved, the time and 

place, I am hopeful that my research about school bullying in Mecca will enlighten the 
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authorities, principals of universities and schools around the country to the bullying 

problem in Saudi Arabia. 

Bullying is an endemic problem in Saudi schools; it has an adverse impact on 

the students’ learning and so indirectly impacts their parents. Unfortunately, bullying 

in Saudi Arabia has not entered the media spotlight so far. My research on school 

bullying should stimulate public outcry and force teachers, administrators and policy 

makers to ‘step up to the plate’ and do something about it.  

One thing that makes it hard to prevent bullying in Saudi schools is that teachers 

cannot predict who will get bullied. This means that bullying can happen to any 

student, regardless of their sex, age, ethnicity or sexual orientation. However, bullying 

victims tend to show some common characteristics, such as shyness, anxiety, low self-

confidence and unhappiness. Most victims whom I met with during my work at 

Alsawlatiah primary and secondary schools exhibited these characteristics. Similarly, 

bullies can be recognized by looking at the common characteristics they exhibit. First, 

they are aggressive and confrontational, as well as being mean and spiteful. As an 

experienced social worker who has worked with both victims and bullies, I can say 

that that most Saudi people would admit to having experienced a bullying situation at 

some point in their life. This is indicative that bullying in Saudi schools is pervasive. 

Therefore, I believe the most viable way to prevent bullying from occurring is to 

educate people to understand the psychological impact bullying can have on students, 

both the victim and the bully. This thinking led me undertake the present extensive 

study about bullying and its effects. 

The Importance of this Research 

In the past, many people saw bullying as part of growing up; as adults they would grow 

out of the habit of belittling others However, this is not the case. People will not grow 

out of bullying behavior. Therefore, bullying behavior needs to be discouraged in all 

school environments. If bullying is seen as a norm in schools and something that is 

just part of growing up, it would be difficult to reduce it let alone to eliminate it. The 

Saudi Education Department and school principals need to work together to devise 

measures and strategies to identify school bullying and prevent it from happening. It 

is my belief that all students should be provided with a safe, comfortable environment 

in order for learning to occur. It is my hope and intention that this study would be 
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valuable to all educators who are struggling to identify the characteristics of bullying 

and ways to prevent it from occurring in the school environment. 

Summary of Chapters 

Chapter One introduces the thesis and its explains its significance and discusses the 

personal motivation of the researcher for undertaking this study.  

Chapter Two presents a brief history of bullying in worldwide and many Arab 

countries, including Saudi Arabia. This helps us understand the phenomenon of 

bullying from different experiences from countries around the world, so that the 

behaviour of bullying in Saudi Arabia can be contextualised. A number of definitions 

of bullying are considered in the chapter, which also looks at types of bullying, 

characteristics of the bully and the victims. Also, this chapter explains the theoretical 

underpinnings which are essential to explain the occurrence of a social problem. There 

are many theories that explain school bullying in the context of Western culture, 

including those relating to personality standpoint, school standpoint, sociocultural 

perspective, group and peer pressure perspectives; there are also some psychological 

and social theories which explain bullying behaviours. The chapter goes on to list the 

causes of bullying generally and in Saudi Arabia in particular. Also, the chapter 

discusses some intervention strategies and anti-bullying policies that have been 

applied by many countries to deal with bullying. 

Chapter Three focuses on school bullying in Saudi Arabia and bullying in a global 

context. The chapter explains that bullying in Saudi Arabia is a pervasive, endemic 

problem that can turn into deadly violence. The chapter focuses on the lack of 

understanding at the school level about the causes of bullying and the consequent lack 

of effective intervention. The chapter also explores the causes of school bullying in 

some European and North American countries as well as South Australia and describes 

the policy approaches and interventions these countries have adopted to reduce or 

prevent school bullying. 

Chapter Four outlines the history of education in Saudi Arabia and in doing so, sheds 

light on my motivation towards this research. Then the chapter proceeds to describe in 

more detail the learning system in Saudi Arabia and its culture. The roles of 

management and the teachers are also discussed in this chapter as well as the dominant 

role that religion plays in the education system in Saudi Arabia. The chapter briefly 
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talks about the history of girls and women’s education in Saudi Arabia and how the 

kingdom is striving to make some reforms in regard to its system of women’s 

education. The effect that Saudi culture has on education is also discussed in the 

chapter. Clearly, Islamic law and authority has a great influence at all levels of Saudi 

society and affects the psychological wellbeing of every individual and the society as 

whole.  

Chapter Five explains the method used in the research, which is a qualitative design. 

The chapter explains why this particular method has been adopted to investigate school 

bullying in Saudi Arabia as well as the policies that surround and affect it. Also, the 

chapter describes the setting and sampling of the research, including methods of data 

collection and analysis. The ethical considerations of the study are also discussed in 

this chapter. 

Chapter Six is mainly about the findings from the interviews and the focus group. This 

chapter highlights some of the contemporary understanding of school bullying and key 

policies to reduce or prevent it. The chapter presents the responses of the interviewed 

participants regarding school bullying and relevant policies. 

Chapter Seven explores and analyses the findings of the research. Seven themes 

emerged from the interview responses and focus group and these are presented in this 

chapter. This is followed by a theoretical analysis and discussion of the limitations of 

the study, the summary, recommendations for policy changes and future research are 

also presented in this concluding chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Historical Understandings of 
Bullying Globally 

The topic of bullying is not new; numerous studies have already been conducted on 

this topic in different global regions — something that makes it possible to compare 

experiences between the different regions. The topic has been covered widely because 

it is a contemporary issue that can be readily explored to determine its implications for 

social relations. This literature review has been structured to discuss the issue of 

bullying from a historical perspective and also to attain a contemporary understanding 

of the issue. The studies discussed in the literature review cover the issue from a global 

perspective and also from a local perspective that pertains to the Saudi-Arabian 

context. Therefore, a precise background will be developed from these particular 

scholarly works and used to improve our understanding of bullying in Saudi-Arabia. 

The literature review will also help to shape the debate on this issue by viewing it from 

different perspectives as well as by seeking to contextualise the behaviour.  

Definition of Bullying  

For the purpose of this study, it is appropriate to develop a definition of bullying 

contextualised to this particular study. Different definitions of the term have been 

presented in previous studies, which were useful for setting the research parameters of 

this study. There is in fact no universal definition of bullying, although it has been 

categorised loosely under ‘aggressive behaviours’. Merriam-Webster (2018) defines 

bullying as ‘an act of abuse or mistreatment instigated by someone who is stronger on 

a more vulnerable person’. This definition brings into focus the issue of power 

imbalance as the factor triggering the bullying behaviour. The weakest suffer in the 

hands of the most powerful individuals. To add to this definition, the National Centre 

Against Bullying (2018) defines bullying as a scenario where people perceived as 

weaker are repeatedly harmed by stronger ones. This definition supports the first 

definition in terms of being an issue of power imbalance. In Smith (2016), bullying is 

described as an aggressive behaviour that is aimed to hurt other people, and its main 

genesis is power imbalances. The author also argues that the behaviour of bullying is 

repetitive, and it is perpetuated by individuals who believe that they can obtain social 

benefits from the behaviour (Smith, 2016). Although there are numerous definitions 
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of ‘bullying’, the key variables relate to the issues of power relations where stronger 

individuals use force and harm weaker individuals. The act of bullying is habitual and 

it often occurs where there is an imbalance in social influence and physical power, 

which distinguishes it from simple conflict (Cross et al., 2011). The imbalance of 

power in this case becomes evident as the weaker individuals become the victims of 

the act. The behaviour can also be rationalised by differences in race, gender, 

personality, physical appearance, religion, sexual orientation and other factors 

(Nadeau et al. 2004). This means that the action is associated with different factors 

that can be either personal or environmental. Moreover, in most cases, these are the 

only factors that can impact the power imbalance that exists between individuals and 

groups. Bullies use different methods to dominate their victims, which include: verbal 

harassment, physical assault, or coercion (Cross, et al., 2011). There is no single 

research study that relates all these factors to the personality of the different people 

that are involved in the act of bullying their peers. However, an assumption can be 

made that the choice of methods used in bullying is dependent on the personal and 

environmental factors surrounding the involved parties. When the act is carried out by 

groups, the primary bully has one or more lieutenants who are willing to help with his 

or her activities.  

As stated by Cross, et al. (2011), bullying is fuelled by three main characteristics: 

these include antagonistic intent, inequity of power, and repetition over a period of 

time. To further explain these concepts, ‘antagonistic intent’ is to actively oppose 

something or someone; ‘inequity of power’ is the imbalance of power where one party 

is stronger that the other; and ‘repetition’ describes a situation where bullying 

behaviour is perpetuated more than once. In most cases, all these factors are prevalent 

but the mode of determining the antagonistic intent has not been fully explored in past 

research, and especially in consideration of the Eastern context as opposed to the 

Western context. Therefore, when considering these factors, it would be appropriate 

for researchers to investigate the relationships that exist between these factors within 

the act of bullying. Another issue to be considered might be whether these factors are 

dominant in the global sphere, as compared to variations in more localised contexts. 

More specifically, relating the factors to the status of bullying in Saudi Arabia will 

advance the debate on the subject and even help in filling knowledge gaps likely to 

exist regarding the occurrence of bullying in Saudi Arabia. The key variables to be 
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considered from the perspective of the Saudi Arabian context are those environmental 

and cultural factors that are known to shape the behaviour of individuals within 

different social systems. Clearly, cultural and environmental factors will shape our 

definition of bullying because people have diverse perceptions of things, and the lenses 

through which they perceive things will also differ from one culture to the other. For 

example, the perceptions of Saudis regarding bullying might differ from perceptions 

in the Western world.  

In achieving an understanding of bullying, it is relevant to contextualise the topic 

from both international and local perspectives. This contextualisation will make it 

possible to interpret the extent to which the behaviour impacts on local and global 

relations. In the case of the current study, Saudi Arabia is the local context and needs 

to be understood within a broader Arabic setting, while other regions, including the 

Western setting, form the global contexts from which the issue of bullying can also be 

considered. 

As established by Smith and Birney (2005), bullying appears to have become 

more prevalent and more violent over the past few years. There also seems to have 

been a change in perspective about tackling bullying in the environments in which it 

takes place. This may be directly related to how violence is contextualised and 

perceived in various cultures as either detrimental or, conversely, as a form of strength 

as viewed by the perpetrator. Research shows that ten to twenty percent of children 

under the age of twelve are bullied in most American schools (Nadeau et al. 2004). 

This indicates that bullying behaviour is rife in the Western world. However, whether 

interventions are commensurate with the instances of bullying is a matter that still 

needs further understanding. Given that the percentage of the reported cases shows 

high prevalence rates in very young children, we could assume that the issue is rampant 

and thus should be addressed proactively to avoid exacerbation of the problem.  

A full description of bullying can be accomplished through a consideration of 

the major categories of bullying that have been widely covered in the literature. 

Various categories have been identified and studied; however, focusing on only a few 

is equally valid. According to Rigby (2014), bullying is divided into four major 

categories, namely: verbal, emotional (which is also known as relational), physical, 

and cyber bullying. The first three are more prevalent in middle school (ages 11–14) 

while cyber bullying appears to be more common in high schools (ages 15–18 years). 
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Hence, they can be categorised in this manner and interventions applied can be based 

on how the learners in those age groups relate to each other at school.  

Types of Bullying 

It is useful to evaluate the definitions of ‘bullying’ first before categorising it into 

types. Most importantly, considering the Arab and Western definitions of bullying 

carefully will help to contextualise the issue from a cultural perspective. In the Western 

world, scholars have offered various definitions of the term based on the setting in 

which the practice is taking place, the people involved, and their motivations. 

According to, Margevičiūtė (2017), bullying is ‘generally perceived to be an 

intentional aggressive behaviour, mobbing, harassment, pestering, silent treatment, 

ignoring, etc., with an outcome of causing pain or discomfort of some extent’ (p. 207). 

This definition is closely related to the definition provided by Shetgiri (2013) but with 

additional elements; these are the inclusion of physical and verbal aggression as 

indicators of direct bullying and relational aggression as a factor of indirect bullying. 

Shetgiri also identifies cyber bullying as an equally important aspect of bullying but 

adds that it is a complex part of the bullying discourse that is quite difficult to identify 

(Shetgiri, 2013). Furthermore, cyber bullying is beyond the scope of this research as 

the focus here is mainly on learners in the school setting.  

In addition to the above two Western definitions of bullying, the term is further defined 

in the Australian school context as power abuse in relationships, which is characterised 

by a power imbalance between the perpetrator and the victim; it involves acts of 

aggression that can be easily avoided by a reasonable person, and these are acts that 

take place repeatedly over a long period of time (Hemphill, Heerde & Gomo, 2014). 

The Australian definition adds more content to the definition provided earlier as it 

outlines the three most critical characteristics of the social problem and the involved 

parties.  

In contrast, it is appropriate to also juxtapose the Eastern definition of bullying with 

the Western definition. From an Eastern perspective, Kazarian (2013) has defined 

school bullying as an intentional, harmful act repeatedly perpetuated on a weaker 

individual in a school setting. Here, the concept of repetition is identified and included, 

as in the previous definitions. This definition resonates with that of Hemphill, Heerde 

and Gomo (2014), especially by its delineation of the salient characteristics of 



11 
 

bullying. The elements that distinguish school bullying from other acts of violence at 

school include imbalance of power, intention to perpetuate harm, and by the 

perpetrator repeating the harmful act (Kazarian, 2013).  

There seems, therefore, to be no distinguishing elements between these Western and 

Eastern definitions of bullying. The convergent elements in the definitions are the 

imbalance of power and the repetition of the harmful act over a length of time. A 

conclusion can be drawn from the various definitions that bullying is a form of direct 

or indirect dehumanisation of other people by the bullies. In addition, there is an 

indication that if the harmful behaviour is carried out repeatedly, the defenceless 

victim is more likely to feel dehumanised. Ultimately, these definitions relate acts of 

bullying to the relationship that exists between the involved parties.  

Following the contextualisation of the problem from the Western and Eastern 

perspectives, we can turn to different types of bullying. According to Hong, Neely, 

and Lund (2014), bullying is divided into two types: individual and collective bullying. 

Individual bullying involves a single perpetrator who dominates one or multiple targets 

(Hong, Neely & Lund, 2014). This means that bullying incidents are perpetuated by 

individuals who have a certain power over others in a repeated manner, to form the 

behaviour characterised as bullying. Collective bullying involves the act of ‘mobbing’, 

which comes about when an individual is bullied by a group of perpetrators. This group 

may be a family group, peer, school, workplace or from the neighbourhood. It can also 

be done online (Rose, & Monda-Amaya 2011). However, the focus of this study is 

school bullying; therefore, every aspect of the discussion should apply in a school 

context.  

The two major groups can be further broken down into physical, verbal, relational and 

cyber bullying (Kazarian, 2013). Physical bullying is where someone’s body is hurt 

and/or his possessions are damaged. It involves acts like stealing, shoving, fighting 

and destruction of property. In most cases, a target experiences different forms of 

bullying before they experience the physical aspect. However, physical bullying can 

quickly escalate to a tragic ending that demands immediate attention and counteractive 

measures (American Educational Research Association 2013). Verbal bullying 

involves name-calling, threats, spreading rumours and lies, and making fun of others. 

It is the commonest form of bullying. It is more common in girls than in boys, perhaps 

reflecting that females can be more subtle and clever with words. However, there are 
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boys who are also able to utilise the skill, especially when they want to escape the 

consequences that result from physically bullying another student (American 

Educational Research Association 2013).  

The third type is relational bullying where the main intent is to harm someone’s 

reputation and social standing (Dailey, Fery & Walker 2015). It can also involve 

physical and verbal bullying and is largely seen among younger people. Just like verbal 

bullying, it seems to suit the personality of some girls. Relational bullying can be used 

to improve one’s own social ranking as well as to harm that of others (Dailey, et al., 

2015). It can go on for a long time without being noticed. Consequently, it can be more 

damaging compared to other types.  

The last category is cyber bullying, where people harass, embarrass and threaten 

each other using technology (Rose, & Monda-Amaya 2011). This often happens on 

social platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. It can also be done via email and instant 

messaging. When adults are involved, the act is referred to as cyber aggravation or 

cyber stalking: both are considered criminal behaviour that can lead to imprisonment 

or other legal penalties (Rose, & Monda-Amaya 2011).  

School Bullying  

School bullying is the main issue of concern in this study. According to Kazarian 

(2013), school bullying is a global problem that has attracted the attention of the 

international community. The understanding, assessment, and prevention of school 

bullying has been a significant issue in the Western world for some years, resulting in 

numerous empirical studies being conducted on the issue, as reported by Kazarian 

(2013). However, in the Arab world, the issue of bullying is a more recently identified 

phenomenon that is now attracting the attention of different parties. This situation can 

be explained by the lack of an appropriate definition of bullying in the Arab world, 

unlike in the Western world, where the definition was conceptualised a long time ago 

and there has been some progress in terms of interventions.  

An added difficulty has been to establish an Arabic equivalent of the term 

‘bully’, as the electronic translation of the term refers to the term baltagi, which 

actually means ‘hired thugs’ or terrorists (Kazarian, 2013). However, adoption of the 

terms ‘school violence’ and ‘aggressive behaviour’ in connection with bullying has 
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created interest in the phenomenon in the Arab world, unlike in the past when the 

definition was not fully developed.  

Characteristics of Bullies 

Bullies have certain characteristics which, when understood, make it possible for an 

individual to identify them in any environment. For instance, research has shown that 

self-esteem issues, arrogance and narcissism can result in the aggressive behaviour 

that is typical of bullying (Eisenberg & Aalsma 2005). Those who do it out of jealousy 

may have been victims themselves at some point in their lives. It may also happen 

simultaneously, when a child who is bullied at home then goes on to bully other 

students at school (Eisenberg & Aalsma 2005). According to a certain psychologist, 

Roy Baumeister, those who are prone to abusive and aggressive behaviour often have 

exaggerated but delicate egos (Attwood, 2004). They carry themselves with high self-

esteem, which is why they are often affronted by any denigration. They also lack 

deference toward other people and often react with disrespectful comments and 

invectives when faced by difficult situations. To add to Baumeister’s arguments, other 

authors believe that the minds of bullies are externalised in such a way that they defy 

social rules and authority and have negligible empathy for their victims (Dake, Price 

& Telljohan, 2003; Veenstra, Lindenburgl, Oldehinkel, de Winter, Verhulst & Ormel., 

2005).  

However, all these are Western perspectives of the characteristics of bullies. This 

means that they might not apply when the Saudi-Arabian perspective is considered. 

The sociocultural perspective can be useful to explain how the Eastern world regards 

the act of bullying others. From the Eastern perspective, there is an understanding 

among young people that violence is a powerful weapon of dispute resolution among 

individuals (Aoud, 2012). Therefore, the Western perspective is slightly different 

because it is more oriented towards esteem issues, while the Eastern perspective is 

more oriented towards using violence to mitigate conflict. Therefore, it may be more 

appropriate to include Saudi Arabia in this Eastern perspective, where bullies might 

cause actual physical harm to their victims, compared to the relatively high rate of 

emotional harm caused to victims in the Western world. However, any conclusion that 

bullying in the Eastern world has more impact on the victim than bullying in the 

Western world is yet to be empirically evaluated. In fact, the study and 
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contextualisation of bullying is still taking shape in Saudi-Arabia, which also implies 

that evidence on the nature of bullies in the kingdom is still sparse.  

Evidence shows that depression and other personality disorders may also trigger 

aggressive behaviour. This is a Western perspective but it has been found to be 

generally true, and corroborated by several studies, that emotions are a strong influence 

on the behaviour of adolescents (del Barrio & Carrasco, 2014; Llorca, Malonda, & 

Samper, 2016; Domes et al., 2013). Some people are quick to anger or are prone to 

aggressive behaviours, which may lead to others mistaking their actions as hostile. 

Some individuals have an unhealthy need to preserve their self-image (Veenstra et al., 

2005). Some or all of the above factors can lead to a person becoming a bully. Despite 

a common misunderstanding, exposure to violence in video games and television 

shows (unlike antisocial traits or depression), are not predictors of youth violence and 

aggression. However, this might not be the case in Saudi Arabia, as Kazarian (2013) 

has argued that exposure of Saudi children to Western violent movies is a factor that 

increases their aggression and violent tendencies. He explains that movies have 

normalised violence among these children, and they come to believe that it is the right 

approach to conflict resolution. However, certainly not all cases of bullying are 

triggered by exposure to violent Western movies.  

Poor parenting may also be a factor contributing to bullying, and this has been 

widely covered in the literature. According to Gregory et al. (2013), a genetic 

predisposition or a brain abnormality can also contribute to aggressive behaviour. 

Parents often help toddlers to control their emotions and restrict hostile behaviours. 

However, there are cases where an insecure attachment to family members, ineffective 

discipline by parents and guardians or other environmental factors, such as sibling 

rivalry or stress at home, can result in aggressive behaviours (Cornell, et al. 2013). 

Moreover, bullies are believed to be serially negative and, when they perform poorly 

in school, they may have difficulty resolving their issues in constructive ways (Cornell, 

et al. 2013). They often develop ongoing negative attitudes towards their peers, 

themselves and also towards school.  

Conversely, other researchers have found that some bullies are very strong 

psychologically (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). These individuals are said to hold high 

societal standing among their peers. Such bullies target victims who are emotionally 

fragile and/or socially ostracised (Eisenberg & Aalsma, 2005). Peer groups can also 
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contribute to excessive bullying both in school and at home. It has been found that a 

small group of bullies, who are not in turn bullied, often enjoy going to school. They 

are confident and bold since they believe themselves to be superior in some way. They 

are the least likely to take sick days from school (Espelage & Low, 2012). Indeed, 

when these children grow into adults who bully, they will often become authoritative 

and have a strong urge to dominate others (Espelage & Low 2012). In this way, 

bullying in the early stages of life can be perpetuated into the later stages of life, and 

we then see a situation where adults become bullies in the workplace. Therefore, the 

phenomenon of bullying must be identified and contained early, while it can still 

potentially be controlled.  

Characteristics of Victims 

It is important to define the characteristics of victims of bullying because this makes 

it easier to identify incidents as bullying by analysing the behaviours of victims. For 

example, at school, teachers can easily determine whether bullying has taken place by 

monitoring the behaviours of the affected victims. With this knowledge the school 

teacher can more easily intervene to solve the problem. According to Dr Cook, a 

typical victim will typically be non-aggressive, have negative thoughts, lack social 

skills, come from a troubled family and be poor at solving social problems (Cook et 

al., 2010). Victims are also characterised by physical weakness, and can easily become 

distraught emotionally. The victims may also have certain physical attributes that make 

them easy targets, such as being overweight, having certain deformities or skin colour, 

among other attributes. Gender also dictates the method of bullying likely to be used. 

According to Espelage, Low and De la Rue (2012), boys are more likely to be subject 

to physical bullying, whereas girls are often bullied indirectly. This reflects a power 

imbalance in society, where some are strong and others weak. Based on a meta-

analysis conducted by Cook, the main risk factors for both bullies and their victims is 

the lack of social problem-solving skills (Cook et al. 2010). Consequently, children 

who are bullied often display certain traits, such as reluctance to attend school, 

headaches, and loss of appetite. They also show minimal interest in school activities 

as well as events at home. They often display an overall sense of sadness. These issues 

are likely to impair their academic performance at school and their ability to socialise 

with other students at school and in their home communities.  
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Characteristics of Typical Bystanders 

Bullying often happens in front of people, who are known as bystanders as they are 

not directly involved in the behaviour. The involvement of bystanders rests on the 

bully’s ability to create an illusion that he or she has their support. The illusion instils 

fear in the victim which results in a fear of speaking out. Unless the bully’s mentality 

is challenged by the group in the early stages of the act, it becomes the norm, as it has 

been accepted and supported by the group. If remedial action is not taken, the culture 

of bullying can persist for years, which means that the victims will continue suffering 

without receiving any help from bystanders or witnesses (Fekkes et al. 2005). 

Bystanders who happen to involve themselves in friendship groups or peer groups 

often use their group influence to speak against bullying, unlike those who are not 

affiliated with any group (Swearer & Espelage, 2010). This approach is recommended 

because it is the right step towards conflict resolution in an environment where 

bullying is rampant. It is evident that bystanders should intervene and increase 

individual self-efficacy by building a foundational belief that bullying is morally and 

socially wrong (Glew et al. 2008). However, this outcome will depend on the nature 

of the bystanders and their effectiveness in any dispute resolution process.  

Intervention Strategies  

It is important to intervene in bullying to avoid devastating effects on the physical and 

emotional wellbeing of the victims. So far, various techniques have been identified as 

effective interventions to bullying. Over the last ten years, many studies have been 

done on anti-bullying strategies used all over the world (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). It 

is evident that some of the strategies used are not effective in reducing the severity of 

victimisation. Based on the most comprehensive meta-evaluation of the strategies, 

only 20 percent of bullying reduction has been reported after implementation and 

evaluation of well-designed strategies (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). This implies that 

bullying has been so effective that the interventions being applied do not completely 

protect or cushion victims from the act. On the other hand, the ineffectiveness of these 

interventions only means that more victims will continue to suffer at the hands of 

bullies. Unfortunately, it is difficult to tell which strategies are used by which schools 

since most schools do not use well-defined strategies. What is important is that schools 

continue to seek and implement the most effective strategies available to avoid 

irreparable damage to the victims.  
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One way to achieve this is to seek to objectively identify the most effective anti-

bullying strategies and to apply them in schools. A comparative analysis of the existing 

research on this matter is required to evaluate the extent to which the interventions 

have worked or have failed in different global and local environments. A major study 

that was commissioned and carried out by the British Government provided relevant 

information about how frequently certain anti-bullying strategies were used in 

different schools across the nation (Thompson & Smith, 2011). The strategies included 

a whole-school approach, adult modelling for positive relationships, circle time, cyber 

mentoring, bystander defender training and meetings with parents (Thompson & 

Smith, 2011). They also examined some reactive strategies against bullying, which 

included direct sanctions, mediation, support groups and the Method of Shared 

Concern (Analitis et al. 2009). This was the first nation to provide a comprehensive 

and detailed report on the anti-bullying programs used its primary and secondary 

schools and to evaluate how successful each strategy was.  

However, there is still a deficiency, as the study failed to link the anti-bullying 

strategies to the cultural or environmental factors in areas where bullying is rampant. 

For instance, the UK environment is different from the Saudi environment due to 

pronounced cultural and environmental differences. Therefore, following this 

approach will only be effective if these contextual differences are considered alongside 

planned interventions. Only then will it be possible to determine the universality of the 

proposed strategies and whether their application can be replicated in other areas with 

very different cultures.  

Similarly, there is no systematic approach that has been taken in Australia, for 

example, on the specific issue of intervention. One has to rely on largely anecdotal 

evidence with unknown validity. However, the Friendly Schools Whole-of-School 

Intervention Program does present some evidence on anti-bullying strategies (Cross et 

al., 2011) that are capable of reducing bullying when applied appropriately. However, 

it is not clear how widely they are used and which factors contribute to their success. 

Similarly, the Method of Shared Concern can also be utilised to address certain cases 

of bullying (Rigby & Griffins, 2010, 2011). Ultimately, further evaluation of these 

methods is necessary to determine their overall effectiveness in curbing bullying in the 

Australian context, and whether the same programs can be replicated in culturally 

different regions, such as Saudi Arabia.  
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Theories of School Bullying 

There are several theoretical perspectives of school bullying as it is formulated in 

Western culture. This means that these theories are more applicable to the Western 

context than to the Eastern context. However, if articulated appropriately, these 

theories can also be applied in the Saudi context, especially when there is evidence 

that they have been effective in the Western context. The theories include personality 

standpoint, school standpoint, sociocultural perspective, group and peer pressure 

perspectives. Along this, several psychological and social theories will be discussed 

because they are relevant to understanding behaviours from a psychosocial 

perspective. They define actions and the reasons behind behaviours such as bullying. 

These theories include the ecological theory of development, the transactional model 

of development, social learning theory, psychoanalytic theory, and relational-cultural 

theory.  

Personality standpoint. 

Personality standpoint focuses on exposing how perpetrators and their victims think. 

For example, it has been observed that Turkish television shows are wildly popular 

with children in the Arab world (Baldry & Farrington 2000). Such violent movies give 

the children the illusion that fighting is a suitable method for solving problems. It also 

makes them feel strong and invincible. Personality standpoint goes hand-in-hand with 

sociocultural perspective in that they both show anecdotal evidence that Arabic 

children experience diversity-based bullying. In Lebanese schools, for instance, peer-

to-peer bullying occurs on the basis of religious affiliation, physical appearance 

(especially non-perfect teeth) and also sexual orientation (Baldry & Farrington 2000). 

This implies that bullying in Lebanon is culturally based, as it is founded on cultural 

and social differences among peers. To solve such a problem in the Saudi context, it 

will imply that the intervention must focus on these two critical aspects — cultural and 

social.  

School standpoint.  

School standpoint looks at the school’s cultural climate and social environment as the 

culprit in bullying cases. This perspective maintains that schools that have student-

friendly rules, manageable rules, good student-teacher relationships and well-

maintained school grounds are more effectively able to discourage bullying and youth 

violence at school (Astor, Guerra & Van Acker, 2010). It entertains the idea that school 
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violence and bullying are a result of an overt or covert struggle for power between the 

students, the parents, the teachers and the administration. The above power struggles 

often lack any plans for resolution. Consequently, students who start engaging in 

antisocial violence may also abuse drugs and perform gang-related activities. Some 

may go as far as joining gangs at very young ages (Benbenishty & Astor, 2012). 

Truancy becomes a norm, hence the rates of disciplinary referrals and suspensions 

increase. The teachers become demoralised by the students’ poor performance. 

Another problem is the adversarial relationships between the school and the parents of 

problematic children. Parents tend to become less involved in their children’s lives 

since they often do not have a solution to the situation. Consequently, the overall 

performance of the school drops. 

Group and peer pressure perspective. 

Group and peer pressure perspective understands bullying as a group dynamic 

involved with the aftermath of the victimisation. It suggests that peer groups are often 

formed in secondary schools. They supposedly protect a person from bullying since, 

by this stage of their development, an individual student has probably already been 

bullied or has bullied someone. Solberg and Olweus (1994) came up with a standard 

cut-off point which classified victims. The system is known as the Olweus 

Bully/Victim Questionnaire (BVQ) and it has been used in countries like Greece, 

Turkey and Italy. According to this scale, a child who reports two to three or more 

incidents of bullying in a month can be classified as a victim. The method has also 

been used by Arab-Americans in the United States (Olweus, 1994). This approach 

could be universally applied in identifying victims within a school, with the main aim 

being to find the right interventions. As such, its application in Saudi-Arabia could be 

useful as has occurred in the West. The Arab world has currently not used such 

measures against bullying. However, the Peer Interaction in Primary Schools 

Questionnaire (PIPSQ), which has been used in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, attempts to 

correct this deficiency. Once the PIPSQ was translated into Arabic, it showed a cultural 

and sex-based factorial invariance. More research is needed to fully explore the 

relationships between bullying, on one side, and culture and gender, on the other side. 

It will be beneficial to contextualise such studies to the Saudi case, as it is a culturally-

rich country. There is a direct relationship between this context and the sociocultural 

perspective in terms of the bullying problem.  
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Sociocultural perspective. 

Unlike the personality perspective, which mainly focuses on extraordinary children 

with extraordinary problems as the cause and origin of bullying in schools, the 

sociocultural perspective views bullying as a result of societal laws and culture 

(Cornell & Bandyopadhyay, 2010). From this viewpoint, bullying occurs due to people 

holding on to a culture of war rather than that of peace (Cornell & Bandyopadhyay, 

2010). For instance, school children who grow up in societies and cultures that are 

polluted by political turmoil and violence are bound to emulate such violent and 

uncouth behaviour on a daily basis, which then becomes the basis for bullying and 

violence both at home and in school.  

Bollmer, Milich, Harris and Maras (2005), in their research finding, established 

that mass media in Arabic countries do portray extensive violence, which is relevant 

to a sociocultural perspective. The fact that the media, which is accessible to everyone, 

including children, glorifies violence makes it seem like it is normal. Youth in the Arab 

world tend to form groups that are often motivated by various needs and influences. 

When youth have been exposed to violence from childhood, they tend to use it as a 

form of communication, which then leads to in-group members bullying non-group 

members (Bollmer, et al., 2005). The group and peer pressure perspective also focuses 

on the role of bystanders in bullying scenarios. There are four roles that are apparently 

played by bystanders in the school bullying drama. Bystanders can choose to actively 

assist the bully. They can also act as reinforcers, where they encourage the bully but 

they are not directly involved. Third, they may withdraw from the situation entirely 

from a belief that it does not concern them. This is referred to as taking an outsider 

role (Bollmer et al. 2005). Finally, bystanders can take the defender role. This is where 

they take sides with the victim and offer to help them. They may do this by fending 

off the bully verbally or physically, or by involving a more responsible party, such as 

a teacher or counsellor. 

In relation to the group and peer pressure perspective, research shows that most 

students rate their peers more favourably if they are in their group. Other groups and 

individuals automatically become threats or targets. The in-group individuals also tend 

to look for vulnerable and easy out-group targets to maintain respect or establish 

superiority among their group mates. The above finding explains why a student would 

bully an out-group student who is less vulnerable than a certain in-group one. It would 
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seem to be because of the group mentality of belonging and safety in numbers (Swearer 

& Espelage, 2010). An unspoken loyalty is developed within the group and the same 

sentiments are rarely shared with outsiders, who might often include parents and 

teachers. Moreover, there has been no definitive, organised investigation of the group 

and peer perspective in the Arab world. However, it is argued that the social-

psychological perspective can be relevant to youth in collectivist cultures, as the self 

represents one aspect of a group (Swearer & Espelage 2010).  

Ecological Theory of Development. 

This theory helps to explain bullying from a biological perspective. According to 

Bronfenbrenner (1979), the bio-ecological theory is used as a context to review the 

recognised risk and protective aspects related to involvement in school-related 

bullying in the juvenile and adolescent periods. For easy understanding of this theory, 

it is conceptualised here into four levels; namely, microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem. The most basic system is the microsystem, which 

includes the immediate surrounding entities that directly affect children at school or 

within the family. The mesosystem level of influence designates how the diverse parts 

of children's microsystems interact with each other. Increasingly, the exosystem level 

of influence focuses on how school systems and neighbourhoods impact on a child’s 

bullying or victimisation behaviour. Also, the macrosystem level of influence focuses 

on how the aspects related to far-reaching norms and trends in principles and strategies 

of a society influence the behaviour and development of children. 

According to Swearer et al. (2010), the interaction of intrapersonal, family, 

school, peer, and community attributes influences both bullying and victimisation and, 

hence can modulate the risk for self-regulation and behavioural difficulties. These 

authors further reported that the act of bullying includes both physical and verbal 

behaviour within an elaborate framework. Further, Zins et al. (2007) established that 

the microsystem of the family, the classroom or the peer group positively correlate 

with bullying behaviours. Based on these two studies alone, we can surmise that 

bullying encompasses a multifaceted set of precursors, behaviours and concerns and, 

therefore, motivations for children and adolescents to bully others are intricate, multi-

determined, and variably reinforced. Consequently, Card et al. (2008) argued the view 

that risk factors and caring factors within the mesosystem can extensively act as 
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moderators, with the inclusion of interacting microsystems such as parent–teacher 

relationships.  

According to the study conducted by Wang et al. (2015), concerning the 

examination of risk factors for bullying behaviour within the exosystem of the school 

setting, it was reported that risk and protective measures used with children during 

their nurturing times determine their future behaviours. The ecological theory thus sets 

out an argument that the ecological model is not only constructed in the layers of the 

chronosystem but is set within the broader historical and temporal framework in which 

children develop. For instance, Lenhart et al. (2008) conducted a study on how the 

contemporary ecological environment influences child vulnerability to bullying and 

victimisation in schools, especially with increased use of the Internet and mobile 

technologies. The study reported that there is a unique contextual influence of bullying 

incidents compared to previous generations of children where technology was 

relatively non-existent. 

Subsequently, a study carried out by Kretschmer et al. (2015) examined 

maladjustment attributes among children subjected to bullying at different stages of 

their growth and identified some evidence for multifocality. In this view, victims have 

experienced a diversity of psychological health outcomes resulting from being bullied, 

as well as complications with depression, somatic complaints, anxiety, negligence, and 

violence. Thus, the ecological model incorporates multiple levels of influence, with 

the aim of providing a framework to more deeply understand the social context of a 

bullying culture. It does this by expounding the outcomes of affected victims. 

The Transactional Model of Development. 

This theory emerges from the consideration of how parental traits relate to or predict 

the outcomes of children. Dodge and Pettit (2003) argued that in synergetic models of 

development, especially those involving a child and a parent, reciprocal influences are 

normalised. In a nutshell, parents and children shape the behaviour of each other and 

co-construct their relationship based on bi-directional influence. According to 

Georgiou (2008), parental attributes, such as child-nurturing style, influence both 

victims and bullies. He further posited that children acquire aggressiveness towards 

weaker counterparts in ways that reflect the behaviours and social relations of their 

family members. Additionally, Demaray and Malecki (2003) claim that children who 

exhibit bullying tendencies in school have learned from their parents how to react and 
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retaliate when confronted. Correspondingly, Perry et al. (1995) held that children who 

are subjected to bullying are likely to come from families with a history of child neglect 

and abuse, and poorly resolved disputes. 

Several other studies have drawn conclusions that children of authoritative 

parents exhibit minimal adjustment difficulties in several spheres of psychosomatic 

competence, and lower levels of both behavioural and psychological dysfunction as 

well as any tendency to engage in bullying (Spera, 2005). In this context, authoritative 

parents would be those parents who gladly and willingly address their children’s 

concerns with sincerity but also monitor their children’s conduct and establish clear 

guidelines for them. In contrast, Kaufmann et al. (2000) argue that children who 

engage in bullying their peers in schools most probably come from those families 

where parents or guardians use harsh authoritarian and disciplinary child-nurturing 

approaches, while those who are subjected to bullying come from families where 

parents nurture their children with permissive approaches.  

Further, according to Cernkovich and Giordano (1987), children who engage in 

bullying their peers at school are those whose background is characterised by parental 

rejection and poor parental involvement. As such, it is presumed that parents who 

associate with their children by supervising them thoroughly and anticipate them to 

prosper are influential in restraining aggressive behaviour both within and outside the 

family setting. According to Perren and Hornung (2005), parental engagement that 

does not cross the boundaries of overprotection rarely influences bullying; however, 

extreme controlling and monitoring directly influences bullying. The simple 

hypothesis of these parental-influence theories is that parental nurturing that is 

perceived by children as overprotective, blocks children's initiative and restricts their 

ability to retaliate when bullied. As such, it can be noted that several levels of 

protection are associated with both victimisation and bullying, though in contrary 

ways. This theory can then be used to explain the characteristics of the victims of 

bullying as an aspect of their behaviour or character which make them vulnerable.  

A study conducted by Craig et al. (1998) regarding the effects of operational and 

functional family traits, identified that family management and parenting practices are 

interrelated with particular behavioural qualities and that these contribute indirectly to 

victimisation and bullying. This can be used to explain the characters of bullies, and 

the factors that influence their bullying behaviours. Likewise, a model tested by Snyder 
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et al. (2005) on the reciprocity effects of child behaviour in relation to parenting 

reported that discipline measures are categorically co-constructed by the child and the 

parent together, rather than being forced by the parents on the child. Thus, this theory 

is summed up on the premise that children are the dynamic co-creators of their 

relationship with parents and their behaviours help to form this relationship. 

Social learning theory. 

According to Bandura (1978), social learning theory is based on the hypothesis that 

children learn through observing others’ actions, attitudes and behaviours, including 

the outcomes of those behaviours. In a nutshell, social learning theory maintains that 

children observe others and then imitate them by learning via social behaviour. In other 

words, children are likely to ask their peers if a particular act of aggression is acceptable, 

and if the social custom regards it as a normal behaviour then children will emulate that. 

Further, O'Connor and Scott (2007) argue that a child's real-life experiences, to which 

they are either directly or indirectly exposed, shape their future behaviour, and children 

apply those learned behaviours when resolving discrepancies, managing their 

emotions, solving conflicts and engaging with peers. There is a relationship between 

this concept and bullying in Saudi Arabia, as there is a general belief among the youth 

there that violence, as portrayed in the Western media through movies, is the most 

appropriate dispute resolution technique.  

The social learning theory has been studied and its hypothetical significance 

reinforced by research findings. Hart and Kritsonis (2006) postulated that children 

acquire bullying behaviours in a manner that is similar to how they acquire other 

complex forms of social behaviour, especially through observation–modelling or 

direct experience. The study by Low and Espelage (2012) concerning utilisation of the 

social learning theory as a basis for comprehending bullying behaviours, made a 

postulation that juvenile and pubertal aggression stem from social aspects, such as 

family conflict, drug and alcohol use, intimate partner violence, and other antagonistic 

and non-agile criminal behaviours. Swanson (2015) suggests that exposure to violence 

has been increasing throughout the years because recurrent exposures to violent 

behaviour are usually imitated over and over again. Swanson (2015) adds that social 

learning theory designates that the way children imitate particular behaviours is mostly 

through the modelling process.  
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According to Mejía-Arauz (2005), observing and replicating violent behaviour 

is the most predominant of the modelling processes. He further stated that, though 

behaviour can be moulded to a certain degree by gratifying or disciplining 

consequences, most behaviours are learned, either purposefully or mistakenly through 

the observation of a model. Bandura, (1971) suggested that observational learning 

enables children to assimilate bulky, incorporated units of behaviour without the need 

of building up the forms progressively by painstaking trial and error. Based on these 

arguments, it is evident that the aggressive actions of bullies are shaped by the violence 

that they observe in their surroundings or by what they watch in the media and come 

to believe is an appropriate approach to conflict resolution.  

Psychoanalytic theory. 

Psychoanalytic theories of attachment and aggression are useful for interpreting social 

aggression as a form of bullying among students in schools. Orenstein (1994) argued 

that when carrying out bullying studies in schools, consideration should also focus on 

girl bullying. He argued that in order to better comprehend the influences of public 

discourse upon the emergent psyche of young girls, the influence of technology, and 

the hidden curriculum of education should be taken into account. According to Morris 

(2001), psychoanalytic theories are used to provide scholars with a basis for 

interpreting and inferring responses to inquiries that have been modelled regarding 

human behaviour.  

While the psychoanalytic theory does not totally explicate the phenomenon of 

bullying in schools, it does offer a context for significant discourse that is essential for 

facing the realism of social aggression and emotional aggression, including the 

psychological infliction that it causes. Subsequently Bókay (1998) points out that the 

diversity of psychoanalytic understanding, by its very nature, is prone to conflict, as 

the views of analysts vary and deviate. Regardless of this, psychoanalytic theories are 

significant in exploring bullying in schools as they assess these engagements 

impartially, using coherent divergent approaches that help to provide an explanation 

of the bullying phenomenon. 

Relational-cultural theory. 

According to Jordan (2010), relational-cultural theory explains how children 

internalise experiences of association and dissociation and develop ‘relational images.’ 
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In this case, relational images represent individuals' insights into relationships and 

their expectations in terms of relating with each other. As such, students are subjected 

to the multiple relational schemas as they engage in behaviours and interactions with 

others. From this aspect bullying is associated self-disparaging relational images 

resulting from experiences of direct dissociation from others or sometimes due to being 

influenced by the cultural aspects of disconnection. 

Pepler et al. (2006) argue that the relational-cultural perspective on bullying 

most applies when dealing with concerns of gender. This implies that discrete forms 

of relational disconnection, such as victimisation, rejection, or discrimination based on 

gender, as well as cultural forms of relational disconnection, are associated with the 

experience of systemic harassment or stigma. According to Crick and Zahn-Waxler 

(2003), cultural relation theory takes the view that bullying is a gendered phenomenon 

in several ways, especially seen when children attempt to gain status in terms of real 

or perceived sexual orientation. Episelege et al. (2012) holds that in most schools 

children are subjected to sexual harassment behaviours or homophobic name-calling 

as a dominant feature of bullying. The existential perspective about relational-cultural 

theory is that it identifies bullying as a uniquely problematic concern that can foster 

fewer adaptive and more maladaptive interactions, in such a way that it can enhance 

or diminish children's effectiveness in interacting with others.  

Contemporary Perspective on Bullying in Saudi Arabia 

The nature of bullying in the Western world is quite different from the Eastern world 

as a result of different factors that will be discussed in this section. This is related to 

the identity of the bully and the victim. In the West, more attention is paid to the 

prevalence of peer–peer victimisation than on teacher–student victimisation (Kazarian, 

2013). This is the case despite the findings by Twemlow et al.’s (2006) study that 

found 45% of teachers had bullied their students in the past. This rate is statistically 

significant to the extent that the issue of teachers bullying the students should be 

investigated further. Unfortunately, there are limited studies on this issue in the Arab 

world. For instance, bullying in Saudi Arabia goes beyond peer-to-peer violence in 

schools (AlQahtani, 2008; Alzahrani, 2012). There are cases of teachers being bullied 

by students. Such an instance shifts the definition of bullying from the context of peers 

to involve other players such as teachers, who are usually considerably older than the 

learners. Almost all schools in Saudi Arabia are segregated based on gender, which 



27 
 

again is an interesting factor to consider in the context of types of bullying (Alzahrani, 

2012). Since gender is an important factor influencing bullying in schools, it is highly 

relevant to investigate the implication of separating students on the basis of gender and 

how this might affect the prevalence of bullying in schools. Several types of bullying 

have been observed in the kingdom. In 2008, AlQahtani carried out a study of male 

and female bullying in schools in Riyadh. The study concluded that 31.5% of students 

were bullied (AlQahtani 2008). This is a relatively high ratio given that all of the 

bullying covered in the study was taking place in the school environment.  

Verbal bullying in Saudi Arabia is mostly connected differences in tribe or 

nationality, as is also the case in Lebanon, where confrontations often take place 

between Shiite and Sunni Muslims (Kazarian, 2013). The two factors of tribe and 

nationality play a huge role in how children relate to each other. It is not uncommon 

for a child in the kingdom to actively stigmatise another child for being from a different 

tribe. There is also name-calling, which may involve racial slurs. The use of skin colour 

or country of origin to degrade others is also ubiquitous in the country (Veenstra et al. 

2005). For instance, terms like ta’meya and tabouleh, which refer to certain foods from 

Egypt and Lebanon respectively, are used to refer to the citizens of the two countries 

(Veenstra et al. 2005). Therefore, victims of bullying can also be grouped by countries 

of origin when evaluating the factors involved.  

In Saudi Arabia, the glorification of masculinity and preservation of honour is 

pervasive (Meyer, 2007). Therefore, violent retaliation in boys’ schools is often 

ignored and deemed to be a natural reaction of boys. However, girls in Saudi Arabia 

are also actively involved in physical bullying. They often form groups of six to seven 

girls known as boyaat, a term that originates from an Arabic word that refers to a girl 

acting like a boy (Furlong et al. 2010). These groups terrorise other girls by pulling 

their hair and hitting them. They may also threaten others with physical violence.  

A woman’s honour is crucial in Saudi Arabia (AlQahtani, 2008). Therefore, it 

would make sense that cyber bullying is rampant in the kingdom. This involves 

blackmail and spreading rumours about people, especially women. Girls’ schools are 

environments where the students, teachers and faculty are all female (Al Qahtani, 

2008). Girls are allowed to dress freely within the walls of the school. They can also 

expose their hair and apply make-up. The environment allows the girls to showcase 

their beauty and prowess. In an era where technology controls everything, the girls are 
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bound to find their photos online where indecent exposure of the victim may be used 

to blackmail or humiliate the victim (Beran, 2005). The use of swear words, insults 

and mockery on social media is also common. The Ministry of Interior in Saudi 

recently set up a website to receive complaints on cyber bullying. This could serve as 

a deterrent; however, it could also contravene certain human freedoms since the 

kingdom’s laws forbid any form of communication between the sexes outside of 

family and marriage bonds.  

Causes of Bullying in Saudi Arabia 

There are various known causes of bullying that can be evaluated from both Western 

and Eastern perspectives. According to a study done in 2015, the following problems 

were found to contribute to bullying in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. First, students 

in Saudi Arabia suffer from a lack of support and protection in school. This means that 

neither the school administration nor the teachers provide a safe environment where 

students can feel comfortable enough to report cases of bullying. As a result, the 

students are forced to fend off the bullies by themselves. Others seek help from other 

bullies, locally known as boya (Zerillo & Osterman 2011). Such approaches are likely 

to worsen the situation as they may lead to violent confrontations between the groups. 

Consequently, this may create a shift in the definition of bullying to include violence 

and acts of aggression at school. If such behaviours are allowed to continue taking 

place at school, then solving bullying will remain a problem for both teachers and 

learners.  

The teachers are as afraid as the students. Some of them report that they are 

terrified of facing bullies or their parents. They are afraid that the parents might get 

aggressive and fail to believe or understand their children’s predicament (Alzahrani, 

2012). Once a teacher attempts to reprimand a bully, they might become a target 

themselves, which would complicate their lives in school and even more so at home. 

The teachers who are brave enough to get involved often lack the proper expertise to 

deal with bullying effectively. In most schools, any policies in place to deal with 

bullying are inconsistent. Therefore, each teacher is forced to deal with the issue in 

their own way (Alzahrani, 2012). As a result, this means that the strategies used by 

teachers to deal with bullying are unique to them and only applied during specific 

instances as deemed relevant.  
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Some students lack motivation to learn in school. Consequently, they cause 

havoc since they often have no other way to express their negative energy. The students 

have little time for recreational activities. Excessive book-learning leads to frustration 

and aggressive behaviour (Waseem, Ryan, Foster& Peterson, 2013). There is also lack 

of communication between important parties, such as teachers and parents, parents and 

students, and students and teachers, which creates a deficiency in the means to manage 

issues of bullying. As a result, the parties end up blaming each other for the problem 

instead of finding the right solutions to the identified problems.  

Bullying Interventions  

This section reviews a substantial number of studies that have evaluated anti-bullying 

interventions. School-based interventions and anti-bullying policies are the 

commonest interventions that have been widely applied and evaluated in the past 

literature. It is essential to identify and apply specific bullying interventions to mitigate 

the problems that are associated with bullying.  

School-based interventions. 

School-based interventions have been proposed as effective interventions in the 

prevention or reduction of the prevalence of bullying in schools (Shetgiri, 2013). These 

comprise multidisciplinary interventions that also involve curriculum interventions 

and group training interventions (Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). The whole-school 

approach is places its focus on the whole-school context rather than on the individual 

bullies involved in the act. Teachers, students, peers, and parents are involved in the 

implementation of the intervention, which then makes it possible to achieve the 

objectives of the intervention. Vreeman and Carroll (2007) add that the Olweus 

Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) was the first school-based intervention to be 

applied in schools. The components of the program include training school personnel, 

videotaping classroom curricula and disseminating information to parents (Olweus & 

Limber, 2010). However, parents are not fully involved in this type of intervention. 

The school environment is restructured in this program, since it is the arena within 

which the act occurs. It involves targeting the perpetrators and victims of bullying, and 

engaging them in discussions alongside teachers and parents (Kazarian, 2013). Self-

efficacy training is provided to bystanders and teachers, while the bullies receive 

training in empathy. At a classroom level, peer education is provided on the negative 

impacts of bullying, and classroom-specific rules on bullying established for 



30 
 

adherence by the students (Kazarian, 2013). As indicated by Vreeman and Carroll 

(2007), the outcomes of this intervention indicated a reduction in the rate of bullying.  

Therefore, this model of intervention could be used more often to curb instances 

of bullying in schools. In Saudi Arabia, this intervention was first implemented in 2011 

by the National Family Safety Program (NFSP), where adolescent peers were trained 

in how to provide peer education to students in Riyadh (AlBuhairan, et al., 2016). This 

approach was received warmly by all stakeholders, and it was a worthy attempt to 

address the issue. However, no evaluation results following the intervention have been 

published. Since there have been no substantive results from this intervention, the 

current research will attempt to fill that gap.  

Anti-bullying policies. 

Shetgiri (2013) demonstrates that bullying-related suicides and other negative 

implications of bullying have led to a push for anti-bullying policies. Anti-bullying 

policies can be implemented individually or alongside whole-school-based anti-

bullying interventions. The government should be actively involved in the 

development of the policies, which are then implemented by other authorities. For 

example, in Saudi Arabia, the government should develop the policies, and then other 

local school authorities could be directed on how to implement them. This approach 

has been adopted in the United States but there is limited evidence to indicate its 

applicability in the Saudi context. Therefore, there is a need to evaluate the approach 

and decide on its feasibility and sustainability when applied within Arab culture.  

Clinical implications and management of bullying. 

It is relevant to investigate the clinical impact of bullying on all individuals involved. 

Bullying is clinically significant because of its association with problems such as 

anxiety, low self-esteem, and depression among the victims (Cook et al., 2010). To 

add to this, Wolke and Lereya (2015) argue that bullying also imposes negative health 

impacts on the bullies, the bystanders, and the victims. Bullies are likely to experience 

academic performance problems in school and poor adjustment at school (Menesini & 

Salmivalli, 2017; Shetgiri, 2013). The effects of bullying are likely to be visible in both 

the bullies and victims of bullying, as earlier indicated in Wolke and Lereya (2015). 

In addition to the depression and anxiety symptoms, victims of bullying may also 

experience headaches, psychosomatic complaints, poor performance, and abdominal 
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pains during the morning hours (Shetgiri, 2013). In worst case scenarios, victims of 

bullying are likely to perpetrate violence at school by carrying weapons for self-

defence purposes. The consequences of such cases can be very serious, and it is clear 

that interventions are needed to effectively solve this problem. These cases show that 

it is important to apply clinical management techniques to curb further deterioration 

of the involved individuals. Currently, there are no publications that reveal any clinical 

interventions to date in the Saudi context; therefore, further scientific research is 

desirable to fill this knowledge gap.  

This chapter has developed a background to the problem of bullying by starting 

with a definition of this complex issue as discussed in the literature. Different types of 

bullying have been identified; the characteristics of the involved individuals evaluated; 

the interventions of bullying described; the clinical significance of bullying has been 

established, and theories related to bullying have also been elaborated. This review of 

the literature has shown that school bullying is a universal problem that affects a wide 

range of individuals, irrespective of whether they originate from the West or East. It is 

true that most of the reviewed literature presents a Western perspective, but it is still 

applicable in many ways in the Eastern context. The literature portrays bullying 

behaviours in Saudi Arabia differently, largely because the definition of the term in 

the West differs from that in the East. It will also be useful to relate theories of bullying 

to the results of this study to determine if they may impact learners in the kingdom as 

in the Western world. Ultimately, this knowledge gap will also be filled by the findings 

from the participants on the questions related to the characteristics of bullying, types 

of bullying, interventions of bullying, and the theories of bullying that are applicable 

to the Saudi context. Answering these questions will be challenging and rewarding.  
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Chapter 3: School bullying: Saudi Arabia in 
global context  

Bullying in Saudi Arabian Schools 

Bullying is a social problem that takes place all over the world, irrespective of the 

social or economic situations of the people living in those regions. Diverse reports 

have been presented on bullying in different parts of the world, including in Saudi 

Arabia. Bullying in Saudi Arabian schools is rather extreme. The seriousness of the 

problem can be judged by studying the people affected and the extent to which they 

are affected by the vice. In the case of extremity of the problem in Saudi Arabia, the 

extremity has been shown is due to the observation and even multiple report reports of 

teacher being bullied by students.  University student in the kingdom often inflict cause 

serious injuries on each other. There is a case in Dammam where a secondary school 

teacher was attacked while at school. Aggressive and reckless behaviour can be 

observed in teachers as well (Astor, Guerra & Van Acker, 2010). They may use 

offensive language while yelling at their students. Since most classes hold up to 50 

students, the result is often a heated, loud and angry environment where both the 

teachers and students are constantly on edge. These are a few examples to illustrate 

the types of bullying events that take place. 

There is always relevance in determining the triggers of bullying and there is 

evidence to suggest that the whole school environment contributes to the bullying 

problem. For instance, Philpot (2012) insists that educators themselves instigate 

bullying activities in their classrooms in one way or another. According to Robers et 

al,.(2012) in a meta-analysis of studies conducted in Saudi Arabia, approximately 28 

percent of students between the ages of 12 and 18 have bullied at schools. There are 

also many more students who admit that they are bullied by their peers (Wang et al. 

2009).  

According to Gleason (2011), bullying in Saudi Arabian high schools is 

pervasive, yet the schools lack effective means to deal with the epidemic. Gleason 

(2011) interviewed teachers, guidance staff and school administrators and concluded 
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that there was a lack of communication between the groups. She also found that girls 

were more involved in bullying than boys. Also, bullying was found to affect the 

students’ academic performance significantly. According to Attwood (2004), the 

bullying was not only among the students but was also carried out by some teachers 

who used excessive criticism or punishments. 

Protecting Students  

There are various measures that can be used to protect students from bullying. 

According to Fekkes et al. (2005), a large concentration of teachers within the school 

environment helps to keep the school environment safe as compared to when there are 

few teachers in the school. Teachers should develop a positive relationship with 

students and encourage them to report any bad experience that might indicate bullying 

is occurring. Gleason (2011) is in support of this argument when he states that 

administrators and teachers must always play a proactive intermediary role, one in 

which they help students to be resilient, collect information on instances of bullying, 

and aim to be fully involved in the implementation of anti-bullying policies in their 

schools. Other authors think that teachers must know their students by building strong 

bonds with them as an approach to identifying their needs and solving issues as 

required (Heinrichs, 2003; Gleason, 2011). Developing a positive relationship between 

students and teachers is an important way to encourage victims of bullying to build 

resilience so as to mitigate the possible effects of bullying acts. Teachers should always 

be ready to intervene as much as possible to avoid escalation of problem events. The 

students must be educated by teachers on how to deal with bullying, including how to 

report such incidents to adults.  

Effects of Bullying  

Bullying is a universal problem that has affected a large proportion of students in 

schools, and even adults. It is, of course, also problematic in the workplace. However, 

this research will mainly focus on bullying in schools. The effects of bullying are 

universal; hence, victims are likely to face similar challenges, irrespective of where 

they live. This means that learners in Saudi schools face the same consequences as any 

other learner across the world who is subjected to bullying situations. Children or 

adults who are subjected to bullying persistently are likely to suffer from the same 

consequences. Bullying has many serious effects on victims. This section will discuss 
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psychological, physical and long-term effects and also consider the effect of bullying 

on academic performance.  

Psychological impact.  

Being bullied at school often leads to negative health outcomes for victims, and some 

victims may face long-term problems as they grow into adulthood. According to 

research, depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem are the commonest psychological 

impacts of bullying among learners (Adler, McLaughlin, Rogers, Chang, Lapitsky & 

Lerner, 2006). In addition, bullying translates into maladjustment in young children as 

well as for bullies who are victims themselves. Despite the overwhelming evidence 

that bullying increases the risk of suicide, bullying alone does not cause one to commit 

suicide. Associated depression is the main reason bullying victims commit suicide 

(Baldry & Farrington, 2000). Statistics show that 15 to 25 children commit suicide in 

the UK every year as a result of bullying (Rajmil, 2009). In cases where one lacks 

support from family and friends, the effects are worse. Therefore, it is important that 

affected individuals should be consoled as much as possible by their families and other 

individuals within their surroundings to minimise mental health risks.  

Bullies are known to project their own negative feelings of insecurity and 

vulnerability onto victims (Benbenishty and Astor, 2012). The psychological 

projections of those feelings affect the individual from the micro-level of interpersonal 

relationships to the macro-level, which involves international issues such as politics 

and global conflict. It is evident that bullying incidents are bound to have 

psychosomatic, somatic, and academic effects on both oppressors and victims. 

Previous studies have found that bullying is responsible for under-developed 

emotional and social attributes among both children and adults (Cook et al., 2010; 

Fitzpatrick, Dulin, & Piko, 2010). For instance, it causes dejection and reluctance to 

participate in community activities and events. It also makes it difficult to make 

friends, which results in loneliness and depression in most cases. Furthermore, bullies 

tend to have poor relationships with their peers since they pose a threat to them. Most 

peers refuse to interact with the bullies since they fear them. Additionally, Russell, 

Sinclair, Poteat and Koenig (2012) pointed out that bullies as well as their victims 

suffer from self-pity and negative views about themselves. This psychological state 

makes them more vulnerable to drug use compared to neuro-typical students.  
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Similarly, Zerillo and Osterman (2011) found that the victims suffered many 

psychological symptoms as a result of bullying. These include antisocial behaviour 

which may result in loneliness and depression. Bullying also contributes to low self-

esteem. Zerillo and Osterman, (2011) made very similar findings to those of Russell 

and his colleagues. Suicide is another problem associated with bullying. Kim, Koh and 

Leventhal (2005) assessed the relationship between bullying and suicidal risk. They 

did their study in a Korean middle school and also concluded that bullying can cause 

serious mental and physical illnesses. As stated above, the majority of bullying victims 

have poor relations with their peers. The end result is usually depression which, if not 

treated, can trigger suicidal thoughts and acts. The findings of these studies all point 

to the conclusion that bullying has very destructive consequences; these might include 

suicidal tendencies for the victim and sometimes for the bully, if they are also on the 

receiving end from another person or group.  

Bullying is the cause of many psychological issues in children and adolescents. 

Once a person is subjected to any degree of mean or harsh treatment, they cannot help 

but seclude themselves for fear of being attacked. They are also often continually 

anxious, which leads to isolation and eventually they may drop out of school if they 

cannot handle the pressure (Robers et al., 2012; Russell, 2012). In addition, 

psychological stress makes the victims more susceptible to clinical mental illnesses. 

The impact also causes the stress hormone cortisol to be produced in excessive 

amounts. Eventually, the hormone will attack the person’s immune system, which 

increases their chances of catching colds as well as contracting other diseases and 

infections. These health complications may contribute to poor school attendance. 

Nadeau, Tessier, Lefebvre and Robaey (2004) found that ten to twenty percent of 

children under twelve often experience aggression from their peers in school. The 

number of children who reported having a hard time adapting to the school 

environment was also often directly proportional to physical and psychological 

bullying.  

This problem is likely to be experienced in the Arab world just as in the West. 

However, according to Kazarian (2013), the challenge is that there is limited 

information because prevalence studies on this issue in the Arab world are very rare. 

This author concluded that research results are comparable between the Arab world 

and Western countries regarding the prevalence of bullying and its impact on 
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individuals (Kazarian, 2013). On the contrary, the problem is that studies on the issue 

in the Arab world are rare; hence, it is impossible to ascertain whether the problem is 

being eliminated or is worsening. This also means that it is not possible to fully 

determine the extent to which bullying psychologically affects the victims in Saudi 

Arabia as compared to Asian and Western countries. Therefore, it would be relevant 

for future research to study the prevalence and psychological impacts of bullying in 

Saudi schools.  

Physical health impact. 

In additional to the emotional impact of bullying to the victims of the vice, it is also 

important to address the physical effects because they sometimes occur concurrently. 

It is likely that there is a direct relationship between bullying and the physical health 

of victims. Research on this question has been conducted in different parts of the world 

seeking to establish the relationship between exposure to bullying and routine visits of 

individuals to healthcare practitioners. It was found that school bullying does affect 

the physical health of bullied individuals (Knack, Jensen-Campbell & Baum, 2011; 

Ouellet-Morin et al., 2011). This implies that individuals who have been bullied are 

likely to report physical health problems. This evidence has also been supported by 

Kazarian (2013), who found that numerous cases have so far been reported of bullied 

children frequently visiting health practitioners with complaints of physical health 

problems. In such cases, more of the bullied children reported symptoms of abdominal 

pain and headache when compared with their non-bullied counterparts (Kazarian, 

2013). These sentiments are supported medically by the argument that there is low 

production of cortisol among the bullied children, which increases their risk of 

becoming physically unhealthy (Knack, Jensen-Campbell & Baum, 2011; Ouellet-

Morin et al., 2011). This type of hormonal imbalance explains why bullied children 

have more physical health problems compared to their non-bullied counterparts. More 

often, physical abuse may leave the victim with body injuries, which are classified as 

physical health issues. Unfortunately, empirical research on this particular issue in 

Saudi Arabia is scarce; thus, the issue cannot be fully demystified to help an 

understanding of the situation in the Arab world. This also means that it is not possible 

to compare and contrast the situation in Saudi Arabia with the situation in the Western 

world in relation to the physical health aspects of bullying in schools. This is one of 

the knowledge gaps that should be pursued in future research.  
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Long-term impacts.  

There are both short-term and long-term effects of bullying for both the victims and 

bullies. Research on this issue demonstrates the extent to which bullying impacts the 

involved parties in their future lives. Some research on this issue has examined 

different age ranges; for example, Wolke and Lereya (2015). It is useful to evaluate 

the effects in childhood and then see how these extend into adulthood. Evidence 

indicates that most people who have experienced bullying during childhood are likely 

to be diagnosed with anxiety disorders and depression in adulthood (Copeland, et al., 

2013; Stapinski, et al., 2014). More evidence indicates that bullying may lead to long-

term psychological challenges in adulthood, to the extent of suicidal ideations. In some 

instances, suicides have been reported in individuals with a history of bullying 

(Takizawa, Maughan & Arseneault, 2014). Another study found that people who had 

been bullied during childhood generally had poor health that included headaches, 

stomach aches, and slow recovery from illness (Wolke, et al., 2013). The above 

findings directly point to the physical effects of bullying on the wellbeing of the 

victims. The study by Lester (2009) also found that workplace bullying is directly 

related to bullying at school. The implication is that bullying starts at a tender age and 

later manifests into adulthood if not appropriately controlled or mitigated. This is very 

problematic because as people gain power at an organisational level, they will be 

inclined to bully weaker individuals. Therefore, to avoid this long-term bullying in the 

workplace, it is advisable for the necessary counter-measures to be applied during 

childhood. If this could take place in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, we might see 

reports of workplace bullying decline markedly.  

Another relevant finding in previous research is that bullied children attained 

lower academic qualifications, which reduced their attainment of financial wellbeing 

in the future (Wolke, et al., 2013). The report found that poor financial management 

could be seen as linked with evidence of bullying during childhood. In addition to this, 

another long-term effect to consider is that victims of bullying might find it hard to 

keep long-term friendships or sustain positive relationships during adulthood. Some 

victims are prone to antisocial feelings and even become young parents (Lehti, et al., 

2012; Lehti et al., 2011). Therefore, based on the above findings, it is fair to state that 

victims of bullying are more likely to face challenges later in life as a result of the 

emotional or physical trauma inflicted on them by bullies. The implication is that 
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victims of bullies are more likely to have unsatisfactory lives that lack the energy and 

fulfilment enjoyed in the lives of non-victims. Hence, the signs and symptoms of 

bullying should always be checked and the potential negative impacts mitigated 

immediately to prevent the occurrence of long-term effects that might lower the quality 

of life of victims. However, there is lack of significant empirical studies on this topic 

covering the Saudi context.  

The other effect of bullying is that it contributes to violent behaviours in the lives 

of involved individuals. This implies that the perpetration of violence is highly 

influenced by previous bullying events during childhood. There is relevant evidence 

indicating that serial killers are often victims of direct or indirect bullying in school 

during their early lives. For instance, Henry Lee Lucas, a serial slayer and diagnosed 

psychopath, said that the rejection and hardships he faced at the hands of school bullies 

contributed to his antisocial behaviour as an adult. Another serial killer, Kenneth 

Bianchi, was teased for wetting his pants and twitching and often ignored as a teenager 

(Besag, 2002). This illustrates that a violent childhood affects one mentally and 

emotionally, and eventually leads to violence. Psychologists believe that violence 

leads the victims to escape from a reality that makes them feel trapped and weak. 

Academic performance. 

The impact of bullying on the academic performance of both victims and perpetrators 

is another key aspect of this debate to be discussed. This is an issue that has been 

studied often by previous researchers in the West and other regions of the world. The 

study by Wolke and Lereya (2015), in investigating the long-term effects of bullying, 

found that school adjustment, academic achievement, and absenteeism were 

negatively correlated with bullying. Further evidence indicates that victims had poor 

school adjustment, performed poorly academically, and perceived their school 

environment negatively (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; Vaillancourt et al., 2013). 

Other studies found that bullying leads to high rates of withdrawal from school since 

victims develop a fear of attending school (Glew et al., 2008; Arseneault et al., 2006). 

This implies that high levels of absenteeism were reported in the cohort of victims. 

The research also indicated that bullies displayed poor school adjustment, just like the 

bullied children, when compared with other students (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; 

Vaillancourt et al., 2013). In equal measures, Brown and Taylor (2008) also found that 

bullies achieved lower academic performance compared to other students. However, 
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most of these studies have a Western perspective; which makes it difficult to apply 

these conclusions to the Eastern context.  

Further research on the relationship between bullying and academic performance 

has been able to portray the nature of the relationship that exists between these two 

variables. Al-Raqqad et al. (2017) argues that academic performance among the 

bullied children is compromised and cannot match the performance of those who are 

not involved in bullying. The reasons leading to the poor performance is that the 

bullied children become less self-confident and are constantly fearful, which leads to 

low levels of attention in the classroom. Another explanation for poor performance, as 

illustrated in Al-Raqqad, et al. (2017), is that bullied students are more likely to stay 

at home; hence, they fall behind as others continue to learn. In some cases, even if they 

attend their classes, they are likely to lack concentration in the classroom, which will 

still translate into poor academic performance. 

Many other studies concur that bullying has negative impact on the academic 

achievement of the victims (Cythia, 2014; Mundbjerg et al., 2014; Ammermueller; 

2012; Brank et al., 2012). Since there is a wide literature base covering the negative 

impact of bullying on the academic performance of victims, it can be concluded that 

bullying is a social problem that should be addressed expeditiously to maintain 

academic performance levels. It is important to describe this issue in terms of the 

different Western and Eastern contexts; however, there is limited evidence on this 

issue in Saudi Arabia to provide a clear perspective on the situation there. 

Nevertheless, we know that academic impacts are universal and so therefore the 

findings on this issue from the Western perspective will also be applicable to the Saudi 

context. Further research should be able to make empirical findings regarding the 

academic performance of bullying victims in Saudi Arabia.  

Assessment of School Bullying 

Prior to applying any intervention to curb school bullying, it is necessary to conduct 

an assessment of the problem. Evaluating the scope of the problem is important 

because it enables those responsible for intervention to understand, plan, and evaluate 

known anti-bullying programs that can be applied in schools (Kazarian, 2013). For 

scientific purposes, school `bullying can accurately be assessed by systematically 

observing the frequency, form, and duration of bullying through techniques such as 
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interviewing and standardised interviews’ (Kazarian, 2013). Stakeholders such as 

parents, children, and their teachers can be involved in self-reporting measures to 

investigate peer victimisation; then anti-bullying interventions can be evaluated and 

the best interventions can be determined (Craig, Pepler & Atlas, 2000; Diamanduros, 

Downs & Jenkins, 2008). One way to achieve this is to use of the 38-items Olweus 

BVQ. In the BVQ, students are questioned on the frequency of being bullied or 

bullying others. Students who report having been bullied two or three times within a 

month are classified as victims of bullying. An appropriate anti-bullying intervention 

can be selected based on the questionnaire results (Kazarian, 2013). The results of 

BVQ and other assessment tools help to determine which type of intervention should 

be used in the particular situation. Some major interventions are as discussed below.  

Interventions to Reduce Bullying  

Despite its negative effects, bullying is also believed to act as a platform for teaching 

life lessons. For instance, according to evidence, bullying makes some victims stronger 

than those who are not subjected to bullying (Bradshaw et al. 2011). A child 

development academic, Helene Guldberg, once stirred up controversy when she 

argued that being a target of bullying teaches the child to solve life problems better, as 

well as how to interact effectively with others. Her most controversial statement was 

that teachers should not intervene, since it would be more effective if the child handled 

the situation by themselves (Bradshaw et al. 2011). However, contrary to Guldberg’s 

sentiments, it is clear that teaching anti-bullying coping skills to likely targets of 

bullying has been proved effective in reducing bullying incidence. 

Some researchers argue that there should be collective responsibility between 

individuals, peer groups, schools and families to fight and prevent bullying (Mayer & 

Furlong, 2010), since it is a social phenomenon that also affects the bystanders. They 

suggest that schools should create comprehensive prevention programs to promote a 

better understanding of social–behavioural changes among students (Mayer & 

Furlong, 2010). In 2010, Swearer and his fellow researchers found that most bullying 

prevention programs in school were not effective in reducing bullying (Swearer et al. 

2010). According to Mayer (2007), studies on bullying have been carried out for more 

than 30 years. Most studies quantify the issue from the student’s perspective. However, 

they fail to include aspects such as gender, sexual orientation, race, and disability and 

to consider how bullies weaponise these factors. As a result, evaluation of the studies 
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is difficult since there is not enough data measured (Sharkey et al., 2010). Bullying 

can be measured using techniques such as ratings, scales, surveys and observations. 

Prevention measures can be applied in schools at different levels, as further explained 

below. 

Prevention at the individual level. 

This is the first intervention step required to curb the issue of bullying in schools. It 

recognises the importance of identifying the problem at grass roots level and solving 

it with those individuals primarily involved in the practice. A study by AlBuhairan, et 

al. (2016) outlines various approaches that can be used to prevent bullying at the 

individual level. For instance, according to the study, awareness-raising programs are 

essential to develop communication skills for parents, students, and professionals in 

the school. This approach entails strengthening the alliance between schools and 

parents in pursuit of the best interests of the children, especially concerning their safety 

at school (AlBuhairan, et al., 2016). The students should also be taught about 

engagement with other students within the school; communication skills and mutual 

tolerance are emphasised to improve the quality of student–student relationships. A 

focus on tolerance will ensure that the children reach out to each other to achieve their 

academic and social potential (AlBuhairan, et al., 2016).  

School professionals should learn about conflict resolution to mitigate instances 

of bullying among learners. In relation to this, AlBuhairan, et al. (2011) argued that 

professionals in the school lack significant knowledge on issues such as child 

maltreatment and its relevance in assessing bullying situations. Educators should be 

aware of the normal development of adolescents, be able to identify the risks of 

bullying at a personal level, and be able to identify problematic behaviours. This 

implies that the professionals at the school should possess skills that can aid them in 

identifying the problems and then applying interventions that can help to solve the 

problem over the long term. There is lack of evidence to show that the education 

professionals in Saudi schools currently possess these skills to enable them create 

positive social relationships among the students. Moreover, there is lack of empirical 

research in the Saudi context to judge the effectiveness of parents being involved in 

their children’s safety at school in conjunction with developing positive relationships 

with their teachers.  
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Prevention at system level.  

In addition to prevention at the individual level, it is also important to prevent it at the 

system level. In their study, AlBuhairan et al. (2016) posited the need to instigate 

change at the system level in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, including education reform 

and academic development. According to the findings by Freeman, et al. (2009), the 

pressure that learners experience in schools can lead to peer victimisation. This can 

also be turned to positive use, as the long-time children spend in the school system can 

be advantageous for the personal development of children and adolescents 

(AlBuhairan et al., 2016). For example, various initiatives could be trialled in the 

schooling system, such as engaging students in co-curricular activities focusing on 

their social development. This approach could be used to eliminate unwanted negative 

behaviours at the same time.  

There are certain strategies that can protect learners from bullying (Cornell et al. 

2013). The strategies include: 1. School and community leaders write a systematic plan 

on how they want the school community to turn out in the future. 2. Leaders carry out 

an evaluation of the school’s needs and strengths. 3. Teachers teach interpersonal skills 

relating to bullying to all students. 4. Teachers inform bullies about the damage they 

cause their peers and curb their behaviour. 5. Parents, teachers and health professionals 

work together to motivate bystanders to speak out against bullying. Ttofi et al. (2011) 

found that anti-bullying programs in various schools in Saudi Arabia were only 

effective if they were intense. They found that the most effective ones included full-

time supervision during breaks, frequent teacher–parent meetings and tougher 

discipline regimes. Such programs reduced bullying by 20 percent. The researchers 

also suggested that schools should deal with bullying at an individual level rather than 

at the whole school level. Teachers should also strive to incorporate the student’s life 

experiences and challenges outside school, especially at home.  

In the KSA, the Ministry of Education has provided guidelines to check on 

handling misconduct in schools. The guidelines should ensure there is consistency in 

following the recommended procedures to addressing the identified problem. 

However, more studies should be conducted to present significant evidence on the 

development of systems that will enhance positive coexistence among the students 

both at school and at home. This may also mean that parents should play an active role 

in ensuring that their children conform to the school’s behavioural rules. This all points 
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to the fact that all stakeholders must play an active role to ensure that when students 

interact with their peers at school, their conduct is appropriate. 

Legislation on bullying in Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi Arabia has recently attempted to solve the bullying problem though legislation. 

For instance, in 2014, Saudi Arabia made plans to set up a panel that would draft 

legislation that would recognise bullying as a national problem. Schools would be 

required to abide by the legislation, which was to include policies and procedures to 

stop bullying. It would also require all schools to educate their teachers, faculties and 

students about the harmful effects of bullying. The draft legislation was announced by 

the chief of the National Family Safety Program (NFSP), Dr. Maha Al- Muneef, in 

June 2014. In their first meeting, the NFSP partnered with UNICEF and the Saudi 

National Childhood Commission to share relevant examples about successful anti-

bullying programs in countries like the US, Finland and Australia.  

The NFSP carried out a survey in 2013 for one month. It involved 12,757 

students. The results revealed that half of that population had been victims of bullying. 

In the same year they carried out another survey on 10, 927 students, which found that 

36.5 percent had been victims of bullying (Cornell et al., 2013).  

Prior to this important initiative of Al-Muneef, Saudi Arabia did not implement 

formal policies to curb bullying, although it was clear there was a lot of bullying 

occurring, especially in girls’ schools. The diminishing role of the school as an 

institution that builds character was seen as a reason for the increase in violence among 

youth. In 2013, a secondary teacher was killed by students in Jazan, while another was 

attacked in a secondary school in Dammam. There were also four students detained by  

guards in Jeddah as they were attempting to set their school on fire. According to 

Cornell et al. (2013), Abdullah Al-Thaqafi, who was then the Director of Education in 

Jeddah, made a statement that the same students had been accused of trying to burn 

down the school on several previous occasions. Due to the above events, The then 

Minister of Education, Prince Faisal bin Abdullah, ordered a special national 

investigation that would involve assessment of the situation and make 

recommendations on how to curb the bullying problem. The fact that teachers yell and 

reprimand the students harshly came up in the investigation.  
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Current Perspective of Bullying in South Australia 

The prevalence of bullying in South Australia has reduced over the years. Schools have 

adopted several anti-bullying strategies and are reporting positive outcomes. However, 

a recent report from the University of South Australia revealed that bullying is still a 

serious issue in country regions of the state (Fekkes et al, 2005). The report was funded 

by the Australian Government and is the first of its kind. It features the experiences 

and perceptions of the stakeholders in different schools in South Australia. A review 

of anti-bullying strategies in Australian schools utilises data that was collected from 

six different states in 2015. It involved 1688 students, 25 schools and 451 teachers. It 

shows how bullying is being addressed at the school level (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2015). It also identifies different stakeholders and describes their different 

roles in the attempt to eradicate bullying. The report’s authors, namely Professor Ken 

Rigby and Dr Kaye Johnson (2012) claim that there is evidence that schools are doing 

a tremendous job in preventing bullying through classroom-based programs. However, 

there is still much that needs to be addressed.  

First, there is a lack of awareness about anti-bullying policies among students 

and parents. Students also need extra motivation to approach their teachers and 

counsellors to report these kinds of issues. About 15 percent of students between the 

ages of five and ten reported that they are currently being bullied in school. Among 

bullied students, 51 percent are upset by it, 12 percent choose to stay away from school 

to avoid it, and 36 percent reported that bullying hindered them from effectively 

concentrating on their schoolwork (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015).  

All of the 25 schools in the study had a written anti-bullying policy. According 

to the statistics, 50 percent of students and 30 percent of parents were aware of the 

policy’s existence. Interventions relating to the bullies themselves need improvement. 

Professor Rigby (2012) notes that children choose to go to their peers for help before 

their parents and teachers. Since the teachers are supposedly more knowledgeable 

about the topic, we need to make sure that students are comfortable talking to their 

teachers and school counsellors about bullying. The rate at which bullying cases were 

solved after students approached their teachers was 36 percent for primary schools and 

22 percent for secondary schools (Rigby, 2013) However, some students reported that 

reporting cases to the teachers made things worse. It even provoked the bullies into 

being more malicious and extreme. Therefore, many students need to be convinced 
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that consulting a teacher about such a problem would be helpful and that confidences 

would not be traced back to them by the bullies. Other concerns regarding the study 

will be discussed later in the paper. 

There is abundant evidence on the nature, types and extent of bullying in South 

Australian schools. Most of the data was obtained by two researchers, namely Rigby 

and Slee (Owens, Shute & Slee, 2000). The first criterion to be used in the research 

was based on percentages of students who claimed to have been bullied in relation to 

five different forms of bullying experiences. The study involved 6,000 boys and 2,500 

girls from 16 different schools. The schools were located in South Australia, New 

South Wales, Queensland and Victoria, and data was collected between 1993 and 1994 

(Olweus, 1994). The children ranged from nine to seventeen years old, which made 

their average age fourteen.  

The study concluded that verbal bullying was the most prevalent type among 

both boys and girls. It was experienced by one child in ten. Physical bullying was the 

least common. Threatening to harm each other was experienced equally by both sexes. 

Exclusion was more common than physical bullying, especially among the girls. It is 

convenient for researchers to find one predominant form of bullying. However, a 

student who is often bullied is most likely to be treated harshly in many different ways, 

which might include verbally, physically, emotionally or even over the internet.  

The second exercise covered how often children were bullied on a scale of never to 

every day.  

Table 1. Incidence of reported victimisation among school children (percentages)  

      Boys   Girls  

Every day     1.8   0.9  

Most days     4.4   3.8  

Once or twice a week   6.8   5.2  

Once a week     6.3   5.1  

Less than once a week   29.2   27.6  

Never      51.4   57.4 
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The above result shows that both the male and female distributions are highly skewed, 

which means that a large proportion of students are not bullied at school in any 

particular year. Girls were also bullied less often. However, once the data is evaluated 

weekly, the percentages increase significantly, with 19.3 for boys and 14.6 percent for 

girls (Australian Bureau of Statistics). 

Age is a crucial factor influencing the frequency of bullying. A survey was taken 

of students in South Australian co-educational primary and secondary schools who 

claimed to be bullied at least once a week, according to age. The students were aged 

between ten and seventeen years. The findings were that victimisation was more 

frequent among the younger children and often reduced as they grew out of their 

teenage years (Rigby, 2000). Although the study did not cover children below the age 

of ten, past studies have concluded that bullying is prevalent in eight- and nine-year-

olds. A revised estimate of the data involving the younger children would show that 

20 percent of males and 18 percent of females between 7 and 17 years were bullied 

weekly (Rigby, 2003). Another conclusion drawn from the above survey was that 

bullying persisted as the children found themselves in a relatively more impersonal 

environment — that is, secondary school.  

South Australia has an effective Kids Help Line (KHL). This is a free telephone 

line which is accessible to all the children in Australia. In 1994, KHL received over 

7,000 calls on bullying (Olweus, 1994). This number represented four percent of all 

the calls made that year.  

 

Table 2. Calls about bullying received by Kids Help Line, according to age group 

5 to 9 years   16%  

0 to 14 years   75%  

15 to 19 years   9% 

The above data suggests that children between the ages of ten and fourteen are bullied 

most severely. Based on the KHL calls, girls seemed to be bullied, more since 55 

percent of the callers were female (Olweus, 1994). However, it does not necessarily 

follow because girls made twice as many calls as boys. It only shows that girls are 

more inclined to talk openly about being bullied.  
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From the above data, it is safe to say that bullying in South Australia, and 

probably the rest of the world, reduces as children grow older. Hence, fewer cases are 

reported in secondary schools. However, it does not explain whether the proportions 

of different types of bullying follow this pattern. A study involving 8,000 boys and 

4,000 girls was carried out to investigate this issue. The findings were that physical 

bullying decreased as children grew older (Rigby, 2012). It was however replaced by 

intense verbal bullying. Indirect exclusion as a form of bullying remains constant 

throughout the school years. Despite the similarities for both the boys and the girls, it 

is clear that girls practice more indirect bullying, while boys tend to be physical (Rigby 

& Barnes, 2002). Exclusion (as a type of bullying) is common for boys between the 

ages of 16 and 17, while it is practised by girls at every age  

Generally, bullies tend to be older than their victims. Whether the bullying is 

individual or in groups is often dependent on the school. Boys who are victimised often 

point out a single bully. However, the bully often has a group of supporters who help 

him carry out the act. Girls often tend to report bullying by groups (Rigby, 2003). Both 

boys and girls are sometimes bullied by members of the opposite sex. About a third of 

boys (21 percent) in South Australia reported that girls bully them. 

Implementation of bullying laws in South Australia. 

In January 2018, a 14-year-old girl committed suicide in Australia following a 

relentless campaign of bullying. The girl’s name was Amy ‘Dolly’ Everett. 

Consequently, the movement to implement bullying laws was ignited (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics).  Now Australia has more access to social media. The Australian 

Education Department Survey reported that over 5,000 students are bullied every 

week. In Australia, bullying has always been perceived as a social norm. It was 

believed to toughen children up and build character. However, the death of Amy 

proved that bullying can seriously impact on a child’s wellbeing. It can also lead to 

fatal consequences. The bullying policies and laws that were in place, or the lack 

thereof failed to recognise the severity of bullying. In 2017, the suicide death of Libby 

Bell, a student in Adelaide, prompted a review of the South Australian anti-bullying 

laws in late 2017 (Australian Bureau of Statistics). Libby was a Year 8 secondary 

school student. She committed suicide after a prolonged period of bullying in school, 

public places and in online mediums such as Facebook, Snapchat and Instagram. 
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Statutes Amendment Bullying Bill 2017. 
The Hon. Dennis Hood, leader of the Australian Conservatives introduced the Statutes 

Amendment Bullying Bill in September 2017 in the South Australian Legislative 

Council. It is locally and affectionately known as ‘Libby’s Law’. It suggests severe 

punishment for bullying, including cyber bullying. The 2017 bill is modelled on 

Victoria’s response to ongoing bullying in the Crimes Amendment Bullying Act 2011. 

The act was introduced following the death of Brody Padlock (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics). She was a nineteen-year-old waitress who committed suicide after being 

bullied in the workplace.  

Section 20C of the bill introduces the offences of bullying, which includes the 

following definitions: ‘The intent to cause harm or to be reckless as to whether one’s 

actions will cause harm or not; the committal of more than one act of bullying over a 

span of one week; or causing harm or serious harm to others’. The bill defines bullying 

as the implicit threat to cause harm. It also includes the terms ‘humiliating’, 

‘degrading’ or ‘harassing’. Publishing or transmitting offensive material via any means 

of communication is also seen as bullying by the bill (Australian Bureau of Statistics). 

Also prohibited is the use of abusive or offensive language. Harm is often defined in 

relation to physical and mental damage. However, the bill concentrates on ‘serious 

harm,’ which includes harm that endangers a person’s life, harm that causes serious 

impairment both physically and mentally, and harm that can lead to serious 

disfigurement. The bill’s intention is that, in cases of serious harm, it is not important 

for the victim to prove that the perpetrator intended to cause serious harm. Also, in 

cases where the victim self-harms, it is not necessary to prove that the defendant knew 

or should have known that the victim could harm themselves.  

Proposed penalties for bullying in South Australia. 

The bill provides a maximum of ten years imprisonment in instances of severe 

bullying. Less severe instances would get from one to five years imprisonment. The 

bill gives a leeway for alternative verdicts at the judge’s discretion. For instance, in a 

case where the offensive bullying cannot be proved beyond reasonable doubt, but a 

minor offence has been established, the judge is at liberty to incur penalties or 

community service as they deem fit. The bill was passed in the Legislative Council in 

mid-November, despite resistance by the Youth Affairs Council of South Australia 

and the Commissioner for Children and Young People. The latter two groups held 
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similar sentiments on the dangers that might follow from exposing the education 

system to criminal law (Rigby & Cox, 2014).  

Methods of Intervention Used In Australia 

Direct sanctions. 

There are different ideas on the use of direct sanctions in different schools. It is 

acceptable when bullying has been substantiated or when other students witness the 

bullying act. Some schools specify situations when direct sanctions can be used. They 

include extreme forms of bullying, such as cyber bullying, and cases involving 

violence (Rigby & Cox, 2014). Direct sanctions are used when there is physical harm 

and also in cases of one-on-one bullying. Direct sanctions are also used when other 

forms of intervention, such as warnings, counselling and restorative practice, fail. They 

are also applied when bullies are unwilling to change their behaviour. Currently, there 

is no empirical research on this method of intervention being applied in Saudi Arabia, 

or on the nation’s success rate in eliminating or preventing occurrence of bullying. 

Therefore, it would be appropriate for this approach to be replicated in the kingdom, 

as in Western countries, such as Australia.  

Strengthening the victim.  

Some schools view strengthening the victim as a more relevant and effective strategy. 

As with direct sanctions, schools’ opinions vary, especially regarding the severity of 

the victimisation. Some schools claim that this method is more effective when the 

bullying is severe, while others only use it in mild cases (Rigby, 2012). Despite the 

minor differences in perspective, there is a general acceptance of the strategy 

throughout the country. However, schools agree that the method is most effective when 

the victim has low self-esteem and deficient coping and social skills. Most importantly, 

the student has to be willing to work hand-in-hand with a behaviour teacher. The 

method plays a role of developing certain skills related to the student’s personal 

development. As a result, they do not provoke negative thoughts and actions in other 

students. 

This kind of intervention can be appropriate in Saudi Arabia, where there is little 

concern for the victims of bullying. First, the culture in the kingdom has created a 

perception that bullying has a positive side, as it supposedly helps to strengthen the 

victims. Some believe it will develop more confidence in the bullies. Therefore, this 
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means that strengthening the victim might be viewed in a different way in the kingdom. 

However, the needs of victims must be met, rather than worsening the situation by 

further compromising their wellbeing. Strengthening the victim could help to reduce 

the consequences of bullying on the health and academic performance of the victims. 

However, this outcome has yet to be observed in Saudi Arabia, and there is no evidence 

to suggest that it will be achieved in the near future.  

Mediation. 

Mediation is a useful strategy in most if not all cases of bullying. It works with 

individuals and also with groups of bullies. It is also suitable when the bullies’ 

identities are known as well as all the circumstances of the victimisation. Like the two 

methods described above, mediation also has its detractors. Some schools say that the 

method is more effective when the cases are severe, while others claim that it can only 

yield positive results when used in mild cases (Rigby, 2000). There are also different 

opinions on whether mediation should be used for individual bullying or group 

bullying (mobbing). Some schools see it as a last resort; that is, tried when restorative 

practice and circle time fail. Another group proposes that mediation should be used 

with younger children, preferably those in the same class or grade. Evidently, there is 

little consistency amongst those advocating the use of mediation. 

Mediation is used as an approach of negotiation whereby a third party is involved 

in the dispute resolution process. According to Fox and Stallworth (2009), direct 

negotiation is involved in such instances. However, it is unanimously agreed that 

mediation should be used on parties where the power balance is not too unequal. Also, 

both parties should agree with the procedure before it commences. This is in line with 

the argument by Zapf and Gross (2001) that the involvement of mediators in the 

process is could only victimise the victims more. Moreover, for an effective mediation 

process, the mediator should fully understand the nature of the conflict, to avoid 

confusion between bullying and interpersonal conflict (Saam, 2010). They should also 

participate willingly. It is evident that mediation has often given positive results. In 

this regard, there is a lack of significant evidence to illustrate the application of 

mediation in Saudi schools as an anti-bullying technique. Most of the available 

evidence only indicates the success of mediation in countering workplace bullying. 

Hence, it would be prudent to gather further evidence in the Saudi context of school 

bullying.  
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Support group method. 

Many schools are not conversant with the method. Those who are aware of it agree 

that it is suitable for non-extreme group bullying cases. Its use is justified in cases 

where the victims are distressed and significantly affected by the effects of the 

bullying. All the parties should know each others’ names (Rigby, 2012). They should 

also strive to familiarise themselves with the other people’s predicaments. This method 

is mostly used in the primary sector to help the victims see that they have support 

within the school environment or community.  

Method of shared concern. 

This is one of the least common methods. It has been reported to be in use in one school 

in Australia, where it was used in cases of ongoing bullying where a group targeted 

one particular student. On another occasion, it was used on repeated offenders (Rigby 

& Griffiths, 2010). It is also suitable in cases where two individuals need to solve an 

issue. Thus it is seen as a method that helps small groups of friends with low-level 

issues. Consent from parents is required before this method can be used with students.  

Steps to Reduce Bullying in South Australia  

In one survey in Australia, certain schools were asked to make suggestions on what 

should be done to reduce bullying in schools. Below are the suggestions. Respondents 

suggested that training to deal with bullies should be provided in schools. For instance, 

there should be regular professional development sessions using ‘circle time’ and 

restorative practice. The government should provide resources to implement anti-

bullying programs and support student leaders to be more active in dealing with 

victimisation. There was a concern regarding the slow response related to bullying 

cases (Rigby, 2012). Students and teachers felt that there should be a quicker and more 

consistent response.  

It was also argued that the policies in place at that time were only ‘window 

dressing’ or intended for appearance’s sake. The schools suggested that the Ministry 

of Education, in collaboration with schools, should show more commitment to tackling 

bullying. Respondents suggested a focus on harder and more serious cases. They 

recommended more social and emotional learning could happen in class. The teachers 

were encouraged to take stronger ownership of the anti-bullying programs.  
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Cyber bullying was put in the spotlight as most people felt that this form of 

bullying should be addressed urgently, especially among senior students (Olweus, 

2012). There was also a general feeling that the South Australian Police (SAPOL) 

required more support as they fought against this subtle form of victimisation. Children 

were also encouraged to seek help. School policies needed to be updated and 

documented for future use. Surveys should be conducted more often and consistent 

class management was thought to be important. Lastly, the schools agreed that a 

whole-school approach should be applied, supported by special assemblies and 

frequent meetings with staff and parents. 

A wide range of proactive and reactive strategies are being employed in 

Australian public schools to counter bullying. Evidence suggests that the prevalence 

of bullying has reduced nation-wide. Still, it remains alarmingly high. In 2014/2015, 

15 percent of children reported that were being bullied (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics). Those who were disabled or financially deprived were bullied more. 

However, non-English speaking students were not bullied more than average, although 

racial harassment was directed towards Indigenous students. As seen in other 

countries, children who reported having been bullied suffered from stress-related 

issues which took a toll on their academic performance and their school attendance.  

Encouragingly, anti-bullying policies have been developed in each participating 

school, as was indicated earlier. However, 50 percent of parents and 35 percent of 

students are not aware that the programs exist (Galloway & Roland, 2004). Initiatives 

to promote social and emotional learning have been started. Schools in Australia are 

experimenting with different methods to combat bullying, but with very little obvious 

success (Juvonen, Wang & Espinoza, 2011). Despite the plethora of initiatives and the 

use of proactive and reactive approaches in schools, there remains much to be done to 

reduce the high levels of bullying in schools. Reports from teachers and educational 

leaders have mentioned a great need for supportive resources and specialised training 

for teachers.  

Several other Western countries have developed different approaches to 

addressing the bullying problem. Examples of these countries are Canada and the UK, 

where legislation has been found to be effective in addressing the problem, just as in 

the Australian scene. Success in implementing legislation could also mean positive 

outcomes for Saudi Arabia.  
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Legislation entails formulation of laws that regulate and the guide certain 

behaviour within society. Legislation, therefore, is one appropriate intervention that 

can be used to address the problem of school bullying in Saudi Arabia and other parts 

of the world. Before addressing the issue of legislation in Saudi Arabia, as a 

representative of other Eastern countries, we should look closely at its application in 

the West. For instance, in the case of Canada, academic debate and research on the 

issue of bullying has been in existence for the past 30 years (Paré & Collins, 2016). 

However, the involvement of the Canadian government in passing laws that would 

curb bullying in schools only began ten years ago (Paré & Collins, 2016). The 

Canadian government is now addressing the issue of bullying in schools through 

policies and laws, within a context of human rights and child rights, in all its provinces. 

In response to bullying in schools, the Canadian government has made changes to 

provincial education legislation to align with schools’ remedial actions directed 

towards unsafe and inappropriate behaviour among students. To evidence the progress 

being made, Ontario and Quebec adopted anti-bullying legislation in 2012, while 

others adopted the same later in 2013 and 2014 after amending the Criminal Code 

(Paré & Collins, 2016). Positive steps in the fight against bullying have been achieved 

with the application of this legislation and other policies that schools at the provincial 

level within the country apply. The success of the approach in Canada could be 

replicated in other countries that are yet to turn to legislation as an anti-bullying 

intervention.  

In the UK, there also exists legislation on anti-bullying to protect school children 

from the impacts of bullying. A good example is Bedale High School in North 

Yorkshire. According to its policy report for the year 2017/2018, the school has an 

anti-bullying policy that includes certain measures taken to foster positive behaviour 

among learners (Bedale High School, 2018). This policy is aimed at guiding school 

personnel in preventing and/or tackling bullying. The applicability of the policy is 

dependent on the existing legislation such as the Public Order Act 1986, Protection 

from Harassment Act 1997, The Education and Inspection Act 2006, 2011, The 

Children Act 1989, and The Equality Act 2010 (Bedale High School, 2018). In an echo 

of other policies across the world, the policy at Bedale directs the staff members to 

which the bullying incident has been reported to take action immediately to resolve 

the impasse. This action involves counselling both the victim and the perpetrator of 
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bullying. The victims are consoled and their situation addressed in a manner that 

avoids exacerbating their fear and anxiety. The bullies are compelled to change their 

behaviours. All in all, continued support is provided to both parties to ensure a long-

lasting positive relationship is created within the school environment. This initiative is 

representative of other schools in the UK that have put into place policies related to 

the national legislation on anti-bullying practices. It should also be used as model for 

schools in the KSA, which could apply similar strategies to mitigate bullying in its 

schools.  

Difference between Bullying Policies in Saudi Arabia and Australia 

Different countries apply a range of interventions with bullying; therefore, policies are 

likely to vary from one region to another, depending on the demographics in those 

countries. It is evident that there is a significant difference between South Australia 

and Saudi Arabia with regard to bullying policies and implementation. This is largely 

driven by their respective very different cultures. Saudi Arabians, for instance, have a 

culture that demeans girls and regards them as inferior to boys. Such a culture makes 

school girls susceptible to discrimination, segregation and bullying from their male 

counterparts (Farrington & Ttofi, 2011). Moreover, there are as yet no clear-cut 

policies and guidelines in place to protect and safeguard the interests and rights of 

female victims. This is different from Australia, where both boys and girls have been 

empowered, hence reducing incidences of victimisation of one group over the other. 

Western girls have been constantly educated about their rights, privileges and equal 

position in society and hence are in a better position to resist victimisation both at 

school and in the community. Furthermore, South Australia has in the recent past 

formulated policies to curb bullying that was becoming common among 

schoolchildren in country areas (Farrington & Ttofi, 2011). Policies in Australia are 

readily implemented by schools and all stakeholders in an efficient manner, compared 

to Saudi Arabia where there is reluctance by educational institutions and stakeholders 

to either develop or implement new policies.  

‘Libby’s Law’, for instance, was legislation passed to restrict both physical and 

cyber bullying. This is in addition to the South Australian anti-bullying laws of 2017 

that have been amended and improved over the years to adequately curb incidents of 

cyber bullying and defamation. South Australia is therefore more advanced in policy 

implementation regarding bullying than Saudi Arabia. That country has lagged behind, 
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largely because of its conservative culture and lack of proper systems and structures 

that could advocate for anti-bullying policies. 

A conclusion can be reached on the basis of the above discussion. Whereas the 

communities in Saudi Arabia consider certain aspects of bullying as an exhibition of 

confidence and high self-esteem that should be encouraged, people in South Australia 

consider the act of bullying to be a form of harassment punishable by law. Answers to 

the contentious issue in question already point to distinctly polarised perspectives and 

viewpoints. In this context, the two countries cannot correlate in their policy 

formulation with regards to bullying. Despite the fact that globalisation and Western 

culture is slowly infiltrating into Asian culture, Saudi Arabia still has a long way to go 

towards having robust policies aimed towards fighting bullying, especially in schools. 

Worse, there are even teachers who feel threatened by bullies in schools because some 

operate in groups and may pose a significant threat to their (teacher’s) safety, both at 

school and home. With no proper guidelines or policies to handle bullying cases in 

Saudi, many teachers decide to avoid confronting such pupils, allowing the practice to 

progress unchecked. South Australia, on the other hand, has experienced a remarkable 

drop in bullying incidents and this progress can be largely attributed to the formulation 

of policies that deter children and adolescents from indulging in bullying-related 

activities. With proper policy formation and its subsequent implementation, the 

country has been able to control the escalation of bullying incidents. 

Based on the above findings, it is evident that bullying is a challenge in Saudi 

Arabia, just as in other countries in the West. Evidence indicates that bullying affects 

learners equally at all social levels. However, the Saudi situation is problematic 

because it is not keeping step with interventions that are being applied universally in 

other regions of the globe. For instance, the above evidence indicates that there are 

efforts to counter bullying in the Western countries both through policies and 

legislation. For instance, it is evident that the situation differs in the UK, Canada, USA, 

and Australia in terms of the interventions taken by these countries to mitigate the 

behaviour. Most interestingly, these countries have effectively passed legislation to 

guide school experiences and interactions in a manner that will likely reduce the 

occurrence of bullying. However, the same sentiments cannot be said about Saudi 

Arabia because there is no evidence that major steps to mitigate bullying have yet been 

achieved. The policies that exist in the kingdom are relatively weak when compared 
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with policies in the Western countries due to several underlying factors connected with 

culture and ultra-conservative traditions. It would, hence, be necessary to address the 

underlying issues to create a more positive environment in which the development of 

policies and legislation can be pursued. Otherwise, progress in Saudi Arabia on this 

matter will not keep in step with Western countries. There needs to be a collective 

responsibility to ensure that the recommended interventions are applied and functional.  
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Chapter 4: History of the Education System 
in Saudi Arabia 

Researcher Background and Motivations 

It was my social work background that firstly motivated me to embark on this journey 

of current research into bullying in Saudi schools. After graduating from the 

Department of Social Work at Umm AL-Qura University, I started working as a 

professional social worker for primary and secondary schools in the city of Mecca, 

Saudi Arabia. Later on, I was promoted to lecturer back at Umm AL-Qura University, 

which further drove my ambition to investigate social problems using scientific 

methods. 

During my time as a social worker in schools, I encountered obstacles which 

created enormous challenges for me. One of the major obstacles was ignorance 

regarding the social work profession among the education community, where the 

profession of social work is seen as easy job that everyone can do. This thinking has 

led many teachers who are not professionally qualified social workers to take up those 

positions in Saudi schools, resulting in many complex problems in the schools getting 

worse going unresolved. Such problems are not only disruptive, and unacceptable 

student behaviours, such as abuse, harassment, or cheating during tests or exams; they 

also include much more serious problems which lurk beneath the surface — like school 

bullying. This is an underlying problem that needs to be detected and dealt with 

decisively by social work professionals.  

Many school problems undoubtedly require qualified and skilled workers to 

provide the right kind of intervention, and this can only be found in professionals with 

a social work background. It is vital to restore the social work profession to the 

forefront again where it can show its expertise in dealing with difficult school-based 

problems. With my background in this field of education, I am able to empower, 

advocate, motivate, connect, and encourage the community to take the social work 

profession seriously and accept the knowledge, skills and ability it can bring to difficult 

school problems. 
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Social workers play a crucial role in schools. They operate as the link between 

school and home. The fundamental premise of school social work services is based on 

helping students who need extra support to meet their basic physical and emotional 

needs. It can assist those students who want to develop self-confidence and reach their 

full potential by working together with their families to address complex social issues. 

Schools in Saudi Arabia can benefit from having qualified social workers contribute 

their special expertise to ensure students stay connected and engaged in their learning, 

and, most importantly, feel safe in their school environment. By eliminating barriers 

to learning, this can only strengthen students’ academic progress.  

As mentioned earlier, the education system in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has 

been significantly influenced by religion, and most specifically Islam. According to 

Elyas and Picard (2010), the history of the Saudi education system shows a clash 

between traditional and modern systems of education. There have been attempts to 

modernise the system but at the same time ensure that the traditional Islamic teachings 

of sharia law are still respected and followed. The education system in the Kingdom 

therefore has a strong focus on teaching Islamic beliefs and values in madrasahs 

(schools), with the current system dating from when the government began 

modernising its infrastructure after the discovery of oil (Prokop, 2003). Since the rise 

of terrorism, many Western media sources have blamed the basis of the Saudi Arabian 

education system for focusing too much on Islamic teachings to the point of breeding 

hate and intolerance amongst its younger generation. Friedman (2001) points out that 

the Saudi education system has been long seen as responsible for fostering jihadist 

beliefs and even hatred towards the United States.  

The major reason is that the education system historically focused on Sunni 

teachings, some of the strictest forms of Islamic teachings, which advocate for total 

adherence to sharia laws and refusing to engage in any form of Western lifestyle. Bar 

(2006) noted that the 9/11 events and many terrorism events sparked a significant 

debate, not only in Western countries but also in the Muslim world, regarding the link 

between Islamic teachings and their effects on students as they grow up. Muslim 

governments, including the Saud monarchy, have experienced increased pressure 

when it comes to education systems, with many scholars and Western governments 

calling for a reform of curricula to move away from the influence of fundamentalist 

teachings of Islam and sharia law (Onsman, 2010). Many of the reforms in the Saudi 
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Arabian education system have resulted in an uncritical adoption of Western university 

curricula, content and teaching practices, which seem to aim at reducing the 

concentration on religious studies. However, the reformed education system has faced 

opposition from the religious elites in the Kingdom (called the Ulama). This group, 

who mostly belong to the sharia law sect, are given the responsibility for the 

educational systems in the Saudi Arabian kingdom.  

Kuttab and Madrassa Forms of Learning Systems 

A look at the history of the Saudi Arabian education system shows that its practices 

have been greatly influenced by ancient teachings. Saudi Arabia is, in fact, the original 

home of Islam. The education system is also influenced by the general education 

system across the Arabian Peninsula, which focuses on two major formats — 

traditional and formal. According to Tibi (1998), the traditional education system in 

Saudi Arabia was religiously centred, with reading and being taught the Quran offered 

at the pre-school stage before the children would be taught at the local mosques. The 

curriculum of the Quranic schools and education system focused on teaching young 

children about the Quran and Hadith, with the key method of learning being to 

memorise and repeat Quranic verses. As mentioned earlier, the religious duties in 

Saudi Arabia were left to the religious elites, with minimal government intervention. 

The major reason for making the children memorise the verses at such a young 

age came from the understanding that each parent had the responsibility of passing 

knowledge of the Quran to the next generation. Prior to the founding of the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia in 1932, other forms of education were severely limited and therefore 

the only form of education available in the country was religious education. Tibi 

(1998) noted that formal education, on the other hand came to be organised into the 

kuttab and madrassa forms of learning systems. In the kuttab system of learning, 

education instruction primarily focused on religion, Arabic language and basic 

arithmetic calculations. The kuttab system was for a long time the only type of formal 

education available in the Arabian Peninsula. In the 20th century, the madrassa 

replaced the kuttab as an updated type of formal education, as it included a broader 

curriculum and gave more responsibilities to the teacher (Onsman, 2011). The major 

similarity between the kuttab and madrassa learning systems is that the methods of 

instruction and the role of the teacher (as preacher) remained similar in both learning 

systems. The madrassa system also emphasised the benefits of the children's education 
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starting at home and the parents being the child’s first teachers. It was the duty of the 

father to teach the children the word of God, which mostly involved teaching them the 

phrase ‘no God but Allah.’ At the age of six, all children were expected to perform 

ritual prayer, meaning that at that stage they should have learned enough to pray 

without the guidance of their parents.  

The current education system indicates there has been a shift in the management 

of education in the kingdom. In the past, education was fully managed by religious 

institutions, to emphasise on the central role of religion on teaching and learning in all 

schools. This system is totally different from Western systems, where education is 

hardly influenced by religion. The Ministry of Education (MoE) was established in 

1975 to be in charge of education policies in the kingdom (Ministry of Education, 

2017). The education system is now managed by the Minister of Education, whose 

main role is to implement education policy on behalf of the government. The ministry 

is supported fully by the government, with budgetary allocations to ensure that current 

policies are implemented. Ultimately, it can be postulated that the existence of the 

position of the Minister of Education confirms that the kingdom has now removed the 

power of religious institutions in the education sector and transferred most 

responsibilities to government departments. This means that the education system has 

been appropriately structured with responsibilities and job descriptions established and 

appropriate individuals appointed to carry out those responsibilities.  

The Continued Use of Halgah as a Method of Teaching  

Szyliowicz (1973) compared methods of teaching formal education in Saudi Arabia to 

the way religious teachings take place in mosques and other religious sites. The 

comparison was cited in Faruk (2015) as, 

The following method of instruction prevailed in medieval Islam through [sic] 

adaptations were [sic] made to meet the needs of different levels of instruction. 

Formal delivery of lecture with the lecturer squatting on a platform against a 

pillar and one or two circles of students seated before him was the prevailing 

method in higher levels of instruction. The teacher read from a prepared 

manuscript or a text, explaining the material, and allowed questions and 

discussion to follow the lecture (p. 50).  
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Such a method of teaching and learning in formal educational settings resembles the 

Halgah method, which is mostly used in religious gatherings, such in mosques, where 

the audience listens to the imam preaching while sitting around him.  

Another major difference to note in this case is that the interaction between the 

learners and the teacher is limited, as the students or receivers of knowledge are 

supposed to learn from the imam by listening attentively, willingly, and exclusively 

from him. As one can see, this type of teaching and learning has its basis in religion 

and many teachers still use the system of teaching and learning followed by imams in 

mosques. In mosques or religious gatherings, the imam or religious leader is seen as 

the source of knowledge and information, and therefore learners are supposed to listen 

attentively without interrupting the lesson until it finishes (Harrison, 2008). At the end, 

learners may then ask for clarifications if there is anything they have not understood. 

However, this form of education emphasised obedience as the learners were supposed 

to follow everything taught in the Quran without questioning. Likewise, formal 

education also featured the same method of learning, with the teacher standing or 

sitting at the front and the learners surrounding him (Szyliowicz, 1973).  

As mentioned earlier, the respect a teacher gets from the learners is as a result of 

their accepted role as the conduit of knowledge and information. The students or 

learners look up to the teacher as they acquire knowledge from them, whether religious 

or formal. The learner–teacher relationship is heavily influenced by the historical 

Islamic education system, which portrayed religious leaders as the most powerful 

people in society because they held the responsibly of translating the Quran and 

helping people understand it (Karmani, 2005). However, the pursuit of knowledge in 

modern times has shifted and current practices must reflect changes in teaching 

pedagogy.  

Role of a Teacher in the Saudi Arabian Education System 

In contemporary times, the public education system in Saudi Arabia has adopted 

policies that seek improvement in all the fundamental aspects of education: for 

example, in school buildings, curricula, students and teachers. The dramatic changes 

in the education system that are underpinning the country’s development of 

infrastructure were pioneered by the late King Abdullah. The King Abdullah projects 

predominantly emphasise introducing education reforms in Saudi Arabia, with the goal 
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of ensuring success in the development of public education and support for its 

stakeholders. Thus, the main focus of the King Abdullah projects is to lead initiatives 

to in ensure teachers and head teachers are empowered and given the appropriate 

resources to develop the school curriculum. The ultimate aim is to progress and 

advance the attainment of all students. 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the King Abdullah project cannot by itself 

fully achieve the expected educational developments. More effort is still required to 

improve the quality of teachers as leaders in Saudi Arabia (Alabaas, 2010). Drummond 

and Al-Anazi (1997) stress that head teachers are the main agents and enforcers of 

educational reform; hence, the Ministry of Education should focus on creating an 

enabling environment for them. The ability of head teachers to enforce educational 

reforms lies in their position within social and occupational structures; they are 

assigned top-down power, policy, and practices that they will then integrate and 

devolve to the schools’ teachers, followers, parents, and students. As such, the 

Ministry of Education should ensure teachers have almost complete autonomy 

regarding supervision, availability of resources for development, teaching approaches, 

and tailoring of school programs. To some extent, it is believed that if teachers are 

guaranteed autonomy, undoubtedly there will be improvement in the process of 

teaching, policy making, learning, curriculum building, leadership, and teacher 

development. The implication is that there will be continued improvement in the 

approaches that teachers use at the school and how they are applied in accordance with 

high-level policies established by the MoE. However, the latest trends in the role of 

teachers in the kingdom relate back to Islamic teaching where most of the teachers 

were religious figures, as opposed to the contemporary era, where teachers are trained 

and employed as secular professionals.  

According to Jawad (1993), both the Holy Quran and the Sunnah teachings show 

that Muslims were encouraged to read, write and think critically. As mentioned above, 

the role of a teacher was greatly influenced by the respect granted to religious leaders, 

such as imams, who were seen as the purveyors of knowledge in society. Baker (1997) 

compared the role of a teacher in the Saudi education system to how Muslims look 

upon Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) (peace be upon him) as the teacher of morals and 

values. Historically, Muslims view teachers as the embodiment of the teaching of the 

Prophet Mohammed (PBUH), and therefore a teacher is a highly respected person in 
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the society. Just as Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) is viewed as carrying the authority of 

God and is thus respected in society, a teacher also holds a high position in the class, 

commanding respect from the learners. The rules set in a school setting help to 

establish order, just as the religious learners are expected to follow a certain code of 

conduct to be accepted in an institution (Al-Sadan, 2000). A comparison between the 

American and Saudi Arabian education systems shows a major difference in how 

teachers are viewed. For instance, a student in the Saudi Arabian education system 

cannot interrupt a teacher while they are talking, showing how respect is a cherished 

value in both the classroom and the religious setting.  

Consequently, in a comparison of respect between Saudi Arabia and Western 

countries, it is evident that the Western education system is more liberal in the sense 

that students do not show the magnified form of respect to the teachers that we see in 

the Saudi education system. In the Saudi Arabian education system the teacher 

commands great respect and attention from learners in the same way preachers 

command the respect of their listeners. Jamjoom (2009) notes that in the setting of the 

Saudi classroom, the role of a teacher is to provide knowledge to the students; the 

students’ role is to show a quiet respect, to listen to and absorb everything the teacher 

has to say. Thus the classroom is teacher-centred, since all the attention is focused on 

the teacher and students are expected to listen attentively without interrupting (Al-

Hazmi, 2003). This teacher-centred pedagogy stems from religious teaching methods 

where learners understand that the imam has all the knowledge and therefore they are 

in no position to challenge him during the process of learning. Naturally, this gives 

rise to a system of education where the teacher is viewed as right at all times, even 

when in the wrong.  

How the role of teachers contributes to bullying. 

Teachers are the primary agents in the interaction with learners in the school 

environment, where they stand in loco parentis since the parents are not present. Saudi 

teachers regard themselves as legitimated leaders, and believe they have the right to 

participate in formulating and implementing strategy and school development plans. 

However, in practice, they do not play this part and their role is limited to teaching in 

the classroom. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) pointed out that when teachers are 

subjected to authoritarian head teachers, kept in ignorance of the system, overloaded 

with work hours and debarred from adequate training, they often find themselves in a 
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relatively weak position to control their classes, let alone offer adequate and 

appropriate guidance to students. Therefore, there it could be surmised that dealing 

with issues related to bullying are beyond their scope. This implies that teachers should 

be empowered appropriately and supported in every aspect by the systems 

governments have put in place. Barth (2001) confirms that an overloaded timetable 

and excessive teaching hours imposed on Saudi teachers, coupled with resistance from 

colleagues and head teachers, overwhelm them and prevent them even attempting to 

monitor the ethical and moral behaviours of students. Additionally, the educational 

curriculum is so controlling that it forces teachers to focus on teaching and 

administering tests rather than attending to the behaviours and social development of 

students. Thus, Frank (2011) advocated that teachers need to be empowered in regard 

to their potential roles, professional identity, and agency. If they were provided with 

resources and opportunities to grow, they might develop the capacity to monitor the 

personal development of their students.  

Saudi Arabian Education Management System 

In Saudi Arabia the education system falls under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 

Education, Ministry of Higher Education and the General Organization for Technical 

Education and Vocational Training. According to the World Bank 2008 report, public 

spending on education by 2004 was 2.7 percent of the GDP and now is at 6.7% of the 

GDP (Ministry of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia, 2012). Such figures show that 

the Saudi Arabian government has focused on transforming the education sector from 

the religion-based system of the past into a modernised and more westernised model. 

The education system in Saudi Arabia is divided into pre-primary education, primary 

education, intermediate and secondary education, and tertiary education (Alharbi & 

Drew, 2014). Pre-primary education covers children aged between three and five 

years, who are expected to attend kindergarten before formally joining primary 

schools. The purpose of pre-school education is to provide a sound basis for learning 

before young children proceed to the primary level of education. At the pre-primary 

level, the education provided is mainly centred on childhood development, which 

makes this the fundamental stage where the behaviour of children is shaped in 

accordance with established standards and values. Primary education in the Saudi 

Arabian system takes six years, and a child enters first grade at the age of six. At the 

end of the primary years, the children are sit an examination to obtain the Elementary 
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Education Certificate, which enables them to proceed to secondary or intermediate 

school. After passing their final secondary exams, students can either join institutions 

of higher learning, such as universities, or join technical and vocational education and 

training programs. Higher education usually takes four years in humanities and social 

sciences fields, and five to six years in the fields of medicine, engineering, and 

pharmacy. At this stage a learner can be said to have fulfilled the requirements of the 

education system in regard to learning and attainment of knowledge and skills in 

various subjects. Our focus now shifts to higher education in the kingdom and how the 

Saudi government supports it.  

King Saud University was established in 1957 and this year marks the beginning 

of modern higher education systems in the kingdom. Other universities in the country 

include Taibah University, Qassim Universities and Taif University, all of which were 

established under the Seventh Development Plan. Turay (n.d.) traces the development 

of education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from historical religious studies to the 

formal adoption of modernised education in the 1930s. The first Saudi King, Abdul 

Aziz, set up a publicly funded secondary school system in 1951 as well as establishing 

the Ministry of Education in 1954 (Darandari et al., 2009). The author also notes that 

Islamic teachings and religious faith have been dominant in the Saudi education 

system. However, a comparison between the current and previous education 

management systems shows that the government has taken control of the education 

system away from the religious elites (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010). This also means 

that the influence of Islamic religion and preachers on the form and type of education 

provided has been reduced considerably.  

To understand how bullying is manifested in educational institutions in Saudi 

Arabia, there is a need to continually revisit how the educational system in Saudi 

Arabia is structured. Understanding the education system allows us to evaluate the 

learning environment and identify some of the pitfalls that affect the learning process 

at the various levels described above in this section. The elementary level is considered 

to be very important as it serves as the basis for the development of the whole 

educational program.. The standard curriculum applied in this level is the same for all 

students, despite the fact that boys and girls study in different schools. The 

intermediate level serves children from the age of 12 to 14. Students must pass a final 
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examination as a prerequisite for the Intermediate School Certificate, which is a 

requirement for going on to secondary school (Ministry of Education, 2015). 

History of girls’ and women's education in Saudi Arabia. 

According to Amani (2005), the proper understanding of a woman's position in Saudi 

society requires looking at the historical socioeconomic and political conditions of the 

country since its inception. Saudi Arabia has historically been a conservative state 

since its inception, due to the central role it plays in the Arab world and the Islamic 

faith. As noted earlier, Saudi Arabia is the home of the two holiest shrines in the 

Islamic religion, Mecca, and Medina. The country is also regarded as the birthplace of 

Islam, and therefore for a long time the political and socioeconomic activities in the 

country have been influenced by religious leaders, who continue to play a dominant 

role in all activities in the country (Almunajjed, 1997). The Wahhabism sect of Sunni 

Islam developed in the past after the signing of a pact between ibn Saud and ibn Abd-

al-Wahhab. Under the pact, the House of Saud would deal with political and economic 

matters, while ibn Abd-al-Wahhabi descendants would deal with religious matters, 

which included the education sector. According to historical Islamic culture and its 

conservative nature, women were considered inferior to men, and mostly their place 

was regarded to be in the kitchen. The education system in Saudi Arabia focused 

mostly on educating boys as they grew up, since society viewed them as taking on 

more responsibilities as men in the future. The law that women could not mix with 

men, and the perpetuation of such a restriction in society and the workplace, made it 

very hard for women to pursue education (Solati, 2017). However, Saudi Arabia has 

begun to change its strict stance on women’s education. Current reforms should make 

it possible for women to attain the highest level of education in the country, the same 

as their male counterparts. This of course implies that it is necessary to create equity 

between the two genders in all matters that relate to education.  

After years of discrimination and segregation, which disadvantaged women in 

education, Iffat, the wife of former King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, opened the Dar al-

Hanan and Nassif private schools for girls in the city of Jeddah in 1957. Following 

this, the monarchy changed its stance on girls’ education and focused on introducing 

more educational reforms, including opening more state-operated girls' schools (Aba-

Namay, 1993). The push for girls’ education was one of the major reforms undertaken 

by former King Faisal, who aimed to use the country's oil revenues to modernise its 
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infrastructure and improve its education system. Such reforms went on to cost King 

Faisal his life, as he was assassinated by his nephew, who was one of the religious 

fundamentalists protesting reforms that were seen as weakening the influence of 

religion on socioeconomic and political matters in the kingdom (De Onis, 1975). The 

history of the education system in Saudi Arabia shows that education was only 

provided to boys by their fathers from an early age. The religious fundamentalists felt 

that allowing women to access education meant going against the teachings of the 

Quran, something that can be considered blasphemous in Islamic culture.  

According to AL Rawaf Simmons (1991), there was no formal public education 

for women in Saudi Arabia before 1960, even though a number of private schools 

existed offering education for girls and women. Girls from rich families were usually 

educated at home by private tutors, as religious laws banned men and women or girls 

and boys to mix freely in public. Girls from low-income families, were sometimes 

allowed to attend kuttab schools, where they learned Islamic teachings from the Quran 

taught either by a religious woman or blind religious man (AL Rawaf & Simmons, 

1991). However, there was no education for the majority of the girls, except the 

occasional tuition they received at home from their mothers or female relatives. Seleh 

(1973) notes that the first private school for girls, known as Madrasat AlBanat 

AlAhliah, was established in 1941 by immigrants from Indonesia and Malawi. The 

establishment of the school came after some immigrants visited the country during the 

pilgrimage period and decided to stay on. The starting of a girls’ school by non-Saudis 

illustrates that at that time, local Saudis were not interested in educating their 

daughters. 

King Saud made a landmark speech in 1959 regarding the issue of women’s 

education, where he promised government support for the education sector in order to 

increase literacy levels among women and girls (Seleh, 1973). The Royal Decree 

issued by the King at the time showed that Saudi Arabia was set on modernising its 

education and culture and that the monarchy had the blessings of the powerful religious 

leaders known as the Ulama. Despite the King's directions, the formal adoption of 

education for girls and women did not develop as expected (AL Rawaf & Simmons, 

1991). This was due to the fact that most people still thought in a conservative way 

and many parents were hesitant to send their girls to school, as they viewed this to be 

contravening the teachings of the Quran. Saudi-Arabian society was made up of three 
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groups regarding the issue of girls’ education. The first group was outright opposed to 

sending their girls to school, even though they accepted sending them to Kuttabs or 

madrasas where they could still receive religious education. The second group felt that 

formal education should be introduced to girls, but religious studies should take centre 

stage in the curriculum (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991). The third group was the most 

liberal of the three, and it wanted girls to be able to study in higher education, including 

university and college level.  

The history of the Saudi Arabian education system shows that higher education 

for girls and women was established much later than for boys and men. According to 

Al Rawaf and Simmons (1991), the universities of Saudi Arabia, just like the schools, 

were initially developed to educate men only, as men and women were not allowed to 

interact with each other freely, especially in public. However, the increased demand 

by women for higher education forced universities and colleges to open centres for 

women’s studies or female campuses. For instance, the Center for Girl's Studies at the 

King Saud University was opened in 1976 and focused on teaching a range of courses 

such as English, history, Arabic language and geography (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 

1991). Despite such positive changes in the provision of education, some conservative 

traditions have persisted and still complicate the matter. For instance,  female students 

could not be taught by male teachers directly; therefore, even today, the teaching 

process takes place with the aid of audio-visual technology, meaning female students 

do not interact with male tutors directly. Moreover, stereotypes negatively affecting 

how women see their career prospects mean that most of them are not even motivated 

to advance their studies to college or university level.  

According to Bahgat (1999), the education systems in Saudi Arabia and other 

Gulf monarchies have failed historically due to a range of factors. Even though, since 

the discovery of oil, Gulf monarchies have focused on expanding educational facilities 

and encouraging more children to enrol in schools, the quality of education offered 

does not meet the complex modern needs of Gulf societies. The major factors affecting 

educational systems in the Gulf, and more specifically in Saudi Arabia, include a 

mismatch between traditional and contemporary learning, the imbalance between 

indigenous and expatriate labour forces, and gender inequality, leading to a gap 

between the achievements of men and women. The creation and expansion of the 

public education system in Saudi Arabia can be attributed to the rise in oil revenues, 



71 
 

and not necessarily to a drive to meet the educational needs of the population. The 

sudden expansion of oil revenues also meant that the government acted to spend the 

money before having a well-articulated development plan for the education system.  

El‐Sanabary (1994) notes that the development and expansion of the Saudi 

Arabian education system has disadvantaged females as compared to males because 

many people in the kingdom hold ultra-conservative views relating to the Islamic faith. 

The model of female education in Saudi Arabia is unique, even when compared to 

education systems in other Gulf countries. For instance, the Saudi education system 

features a dual system of male and female education, a gender-specific educational 

policy that puts more emphasis on women's domestic functions and where schools and 

colleges are still gender-segregated. The expansion of the education system in Saudi 

Arabia has improved the situation for women, but it does not necessarily alter 

ingrained gender and power relations in the country. Many citizens in the kingdom are 

still highly traditional, and will oppose any moves to promote more physical 

interaction between men and women, even in schools (El‐Sanabary, 1994). One can 

see that the conservative nature of Saudi society continues to disadvantage its 

education system which is mostly driven by oil revenues and not designed to solve the 

socioeconomic and political problems affecting the Gulf kingdom. Baki (2004) has 

also explained that the Saudi-Arabian gender-segregated higher education system is 

ideally suited to transmit traditional societal expectations to the employment sector.  

Finally, the education sector's focus on traditional thinking means that it 

continues to be backward, instead of driving reform in a country which is in dire need 

of socioeconomic and political change. For instance, the belief that women should not 

interact freely with men comes from ancient custom, but the current education system 

has focused on maintaining such beliefs in the name of following the Islamic faith. It 

is clear that the historical role of the education system in Saudi Arabia focused on 

religious education, which favoured males and disadvantaged women (Azuri, 2006). 

The current educational system has not changed much from the ancient system, as the 

same forms of discrimination continue to be practised. A modern society should be 

instead focused on reforms, both economic and political. 

In girls’ schools, the type of bullying taking place there might not be as 

extremely violent as in boys’ schools, but it still has significant effects on victims. In 

relation to the gender issues, girls are actually more likely to be affected by bullying 
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incidents because they belong to ‘the weaker sex’. In his arguments, SooHoo (2006) 

described a process known as ‘othering’ that entails the determination of the person 

who is valued and another one who is not valued, which then leads to the creation of a 

social hierarchy that is founded on privilege. Girl–girl bullying can be said to be 

psychological in nature due to the actions carried out during the bullying process. For 

instance, female bullying mainly entails gossiping, name-calling, elimination from 

social circles, and character assassination (Chu, 2005; Meadows et al, 2005). Another 

key feature of girl–girl bullying is relational: there are no physical altercations, the 

attacks against each other are wholly psychological (Dellasega & Yumei, 2006). Since 

the attacks are mainly emotional, it is more difficult to identify bullying among girls 

as opposed to males, where most bullying incidents are physical in nature. It also 

differs from male bullying because girls tend to split into groups that end up separating 

from other girls for various reasons that seem important to themselves. Furthermore, 

bullying among girls is more likely to go unnoticed due to lack of noticeable physical 

injury.  

Girl–girl bullying makes an interesting comparison with boy–boy or boy–girl 

bullying. Several studies have effectively highlighted the importance of the problem 

by focusing on bullying incidents that particularly affect girls at school. However, most 

of these studies relate to the Western context as opposed to the Eastern context. 

Unfortunately, very limited research has so far been conducted on the topic, and there 

is no better understanding of these incidents in Saudi Arabia. This also means that girl–

girl bullying has rarely been reported in the kingdom, as opposed to other countries. 

However, research findings are probably applicable in this context despite the present 

lack of empirical studies.  

Saudi Arabian Culture 

To explore the impact of culture, in terms of political and social norms, and religious 

structures on education and practices, we need first to comprehend the importance of 

Islam, especially regarding how it stimulates and manages every phase of social 

development in the kingdom. It is with utmost certainty we can presume that the crux 

of the culture of Arabia rests not in history but in the words of the language of the Holy 

Book, ‘the Qur'an’ (Alfassi, 1979). Saudi Arabia is considered the holiest land in 

Islam, as it harbours most of the holiest sites in Islam; most significantly, it is the 
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destination for the Hajj, the largest pilgrimage in the world. It is also noted that the 

culture of Saudi Arabia is to some extent predisposed to tribal customs and morals.  

According to Vidyasagar and Rea (2004), the Saudis regard Islam to be the 

truthful belief, as well as a standard, the norm, a constitution, and a multifaceted style 

of living. Saudi Arabia is administered by Islamic law; hence, Islamic law underpins 

an education system that integrates educational philosophies with Islamic teachings. 

The outside world does acknowledge the Islamic culture of Saudi Arabians but, despite 

the various social changes evident in Saudi Arabia, it sees that Saudi society remains 

in firm alignment with Islamic law. Despite the many positive shifts that have 

permeated various aspects of society, it is evident that gender equality is an area of 

slow development. For instance, Alfassi (2009) argues that the modern Saudi woman 

still has limited opportunities regarding employment and access to education and 

training. To some extent the inequalities witnessed are the result of the predominance 

of gender segregation in the culture. Thus, the main challenge for Saudi culture is still 

how to eliminate the ‘veil of segregation’ to allow all people to live, study and work 

on an equal social platform, irrespective of gender.  

The Impact of Culture on Education 

Saudi Arabia is firmly focused on improving its citizens’ lives in all facets, including 

educational, social, and humanitarian aspects. The richness of Arabic and Islamic 

heritage, with its homogeneity, history and cultural foundation, serves as the social 

fabric that unites the country in pursuing social development.  

According to Alhareth and Al Dighrir (2015), Saudi Arabia has been at the 

forefront in enforcing strategies that have brought about a significant expansion of 

both public and private education. These developments have been well received on the 

whole by Saudis, who understand the relevance of good education to social progress. 

The growing focus on higher education helps scholars to understand, analyse and 

address emergent social challenges, moral dilemmas and complex social problems.  

Consequently, Alajlan and Peterson (2013) purport that Islamic philosophy is 

inherent in all  aspects and practices of education in Saudi Arabia. Evidently, the 

philosophy entails values and norms that stem from the key foundations of knowledge 

of Islam, and the Qur'an. Notably, education reforms in Saudi Arabia within the last 

decade have emphasised cultural aspects of the country, especially when addressing 
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gender issues. According to the Ministry of Education (2015), the number of academic 

institutions, ranging from primary to tertiary levels, has increased and the number of 

enrolled students has surged. More and more students have enrolled to attain 

knowledge and it is certain that students of the female gender are helping to drive 

enrolments up.  

According to Al-Bakr (2015), the need for knowledge has led the Saudis to 

devise an education system and practices that conform to its special social and cultural 

norms. Thus, it is argued that the notable growth in positive education aspects in Saudi 

Arabia has been offset by cultural aspects, especially religion, that dictate most of the 

country's social and political norms. Hence, due to the various constraints that stem 

from religion, it can be admitted that to overhaul education completely to reach 

international standards would be a challenge. This is the case because Saudi society is 

tied to religious, political, and social norms which base their policies upon Islamic 

ideals which in turn influence the education system. The cycle of cultural influences 

continues indefinitely; the education system is also tied to educational institutions and 

academicians, whose policies and activities are strictly monitored by religious entities.  

Although it is hardly covered in the Saudi context, research has found a 

relationship between bullying and religion and culture. According to Coulter, Herrick, 

Friedman and Stall (2016), where bullying is practised most often, the behaviour is not 

shunned but is rather approved among peers. Thus, when the environment promotes 

such behaviours, individuals tend to practise that particular behaviour without 

hesitation, from the fear of being termed cowards if they do not act in accordance with 

what might be seen as the behavioural norm. Furthermore, according to Sentse et al. 

(2015), pro-bullying also occurs in schools, especially by students who want to get 

approval from their peers, and especially when they are of low status. This means that 

when such a culture dominates, the students are more likely to approve bullying as a 

norm. In such cases, the victims might not report incidents of bullying, and the teachers 

might not take any action on the perpetrators, as the behaviour has been normalised. 

As already stated, bullying in Saudi Arabia has been normalised because of inadequate 

interventions by the teachers. This has created a detrimental culture that does not foster 

oneness and cohesion among the learners. Continuation of this culture is likely to lead 

to higher rates of bullying across the kingdom, which may make interventions even 

more difficult.  
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Religion-oriented culture. 

According to Alajlan and Peterson (2013), Islamic law and religious authority have 

pervasive influence on all domains of Saudi society. Several Saudis have 

acknowledged that their religious ideals act as a constraint to them developing some 

educational strategies. For instance, the culture's religious philosophy precludes 

activities where male students might communicate with female students and female 

students might connect with male students. This cultural norm has been routinely 

accepted, since Saudi Arabia is a country with no division between religion and state 

(Hussain, Wallace & Cornelius, 2007). 

Religion does infiltrate almost every corner of Saudi society. For instance, Saudi 

educational institutions are monitored by religious ‘police’ with the aim of ensuring 

the institutions are properly enforcing the ideals of Islamic law. Academic institutions 

have an obligation to develop and implement policies that are predominantly allied 

with Islamic law. However, some critics have argued that the involvement of religious 

police in running educational institutions limits these institutions’ ability to encourage 

creativity and innovation, considering that any innovation is required to conform to 

moral and ethical policies. Hence, any new research, or any introduction of foreign 

knowledge, is counter-checked to ensure it meets the parameters of religion, prior to 

being launched. The same applies to foreigners who want to be involved in teaching 

services in Saudi institutions. They have to operate within the Islamic philosophy and 

ideology and must modify their pedagogy to fit in with the society's cultural 

expectations. In relation to this, if bullying exists in the school environment, then even 

foreign teachers will have to accept it as the norm.  

Personal and professional values.  

To some extent, personal and professional values are interrelated and every person 

possesses them in different measures. It is the particular extent and mix of these values 

that differentiates people. According to Laird-Magee, Gayle and Preiss (2015), 

individuals have core values that shape their internal self-concept. This means that 

values guide individuals’ actions in all aspects of their lives. Therefore, they are 

personalised to the extent that they reflect the lived realities of the people that possess 

them. In addition, personal values dictate an individual’s professional ethics (Laird-

Magee, Gayle & Preiss, 2015). This indicates that holding professional values is 

relevant ethically as it demonstrates the ability of an individual to make decisions 
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based on moral principles. This aspect of professional values is highly applicable to 

social work practice. For instance, according to Richter-Hauk and Arias (2008), the 

Code of Ethics in social work requires all social workers to willingly adhere to 

professional values during their practice. Social workers are given the opportunity for 

structured reflection on personal values and ethics that apply when they interact with 

other people. This means that personal values are directly linked to ethical decision-

making processes in the social work profession. Ultimately, it is desirable for social 

work practitioners to possess both personal and professional values for effective 

community partnership.  

Personal and professional values, and their apparent relationship with ethics and 

morals are perceived differently by different people. Discussion on this topic from the 

Western and Eastern perspectives is essential to reach a proper understanding of how 

values are perceived by individuals from different cultures and beliefs. From a 

Canadian perspective, a value is linked with an individual’s capacity to evaluate 

(Drolet & Sauvageau, 2016). This means that holding a value indicates the capacity of 

that individual to behave ethically. However, the literature does not confirm whether 

this is the case in the rest of the Western world. In the UK a study was conducted by 

Sunley and Locke (2010) on personal values and professional values of teachers and 

an overview of the literature since 2010 was provided. According to this study, 

teachers are required to adhere to high moral and professional morals, as they act as 

role models to learners (Sunley & Locke, 2010). Generally, the study concluded from 

the reviewed articles that values are necessary in the education discipline. There might 

be some difference between education and social work; however, it is evident that both 

professions are underpinned by the personal and professional values held by the people 

practising them. However, there is a belief that both teaching and social work are 

convergent when dealing with social interactions. Therefore, values should be 

considered in all aspects of practising in the two professions.  

It is also useful to consider this topic from an Australian perspective. In a study 

by Chang and Lin (2008), the authors developed and discussed the relationship 

between personal values and leadership. According to the study, values play a 

significant role in shaping the behaviour of leaders. It is also known, as Chang and Lin 

(2008) acknowledge, that behaviours and personal values differ from culture to 

culture. However, as argued by Smith, Peterson and Schwartz (2002), when studied 



77 
 

cross-culturally, it becomes more difficult to define and classify behaviours. This 

means that behaviours must be uniquely classified based on their cultural 

underpinnings, but they can be studied for specific purposes. In this regard, the 

Western values that determine the behaviour of leaders are likely to be different in the 

Chinese context and, indeed, in the Saudi Arabian context. Therefore, it is essential to 

understand the cultures of different societies and how those cultures shape the personal 

and professional values of the people. In this case, a further exploration of the personal 

and professional values of people from Muslim regions will create a perfect 

juxtaposition.  

Congruence of Islam with social work values.  

Evidently, religion plays a central role in the social wellbeing of Islamic countries in 

the Arabian Gulf. According to Sloan et al. (2017), Islam is central to informing social 

work policies and practices within Islamic societies. This still happens even when 

some countries have attempted to delink social work practice from religion and when 

they have secularised it, so that scientific approaches are used to understand people 

and analyse the problems they face. This route has been taken by different countries 

in the West in a way that is not meant to denigrate the role of religion in social work 

practice, but rather to ensure that the government can effectively meet the social needs 

of its citizens (Sloan et al., 2017). Unfortunately, there has been resistance to this 

notion in the Gulf countries because of the very strong belief that religion should play 

a central role in social work practice. On the positive side, the values that are enshrined 

in the Islamic religion are actually congruent with the overall values seen in social 

work practice all over the world. Moreover, it is important to remember that social 

work practices in the Gulf region are influenced by collectivism, whereby all social  

norms are predetermined and set. In the same way, individuals within any society are 

required to adhere the values that are inherent in the social structures of that society.  

Islam plays a very significant role in establishing cohesion and unity among 

people in all aspects of their lives (Ahmad, 2009). According to this author, unity is 

created within Islamic culture by considering tawhid as a universal principle of unity 

to make life more meaningful in political, social, and personal aspects (Ahmad, 2009). 

Cultural values within Islamic societies require individuals to follow the path of 

fairness, equity, and give-and-take in dealings with others; these values are considered 

as key elements of ummah. Based on ummah, Muslims are required to take on ethical 
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obligations towards other people in their surroundings; for example, helping people 

that are in need of help and consoling their distress in an appropriate manner.  

Specifically, within the Islamic realms and the Holy Book of Qur’an, a believer’s 

commitment to Allah is demonstrated by being ethical and being obligated to others 

in a way that shuns any kind of violence to others or murder (Ahmad, 2009). This 

obligation of Muslims not to cause harm to others is directly related to the topic of 

bullying. Bullying other people is clearly an example of the failure by the perpetrator 

to adhere to the teachings of the Qur’an, shunning violence against other people. 

Therefore, it clearly indicates that Muslims should be at the forefront in protecting 

their peers instead of bullying them. It also means that ummah can be used as a 

reference source by all Muslims to shun acts of bullying, as the practice is against 

Allah. Certainly, one could expect that the level of bullying in schools should be very 

low as this aspect of the Islamic culture is taught across the whole of the Islamic region.  

However, it would be appropriate to be more specific and address the issue, not 

from the general Islamic perspective, but from the perspective of Saudi Arabia. Being 

specific to Saudi Arabia is essential in this case, because this is the particular context 

in which the social problem of school bullying is being addressed. Therefore, 

identifying the personal and professional values of individuals within the kingdom will 

be necessary to help establish their ideas about the perpetuation of violence within 

their social environments. Social work practice has a key role to play in instances 

where personal and professional values are likely to compromise social interactions 

within social realms. There are a few studies on social work practice in Saudi Arabia 

that can be referred to in investigating the role of values. For instance, the study by 

Albrithen and Dziegielewski (2016) investigated the issue of social work ethics in 

Saudi hospitals, mainly focusing on hospital social workers. The study argues that 

social workers usually come face-to-face with vulnerable people; thus, they are meant 

to apply ethical decision-making skills to achieve positive outcomes while interacting 

with these clients. This means that social workers are required to apply professional 

values that guide their practice in interacting with their clients, especially in the 

hospital setting. 

Albrithen and Dziegielewski (2016) raise a number of issues among which is the 

consideration of culture as a determining factor in the interaction between social 

workers and the clients being served. For instance, in Saudi Arabia, it has long been 
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considered that universal ethical principles should be applied unconditionally to 

respect the cultural beliefs of social work clients. These findings support the arguments 

in Albrithen and Briskman (2014) that ethical approaches are relevant in social work 

practice because they are central to the development of professional practice. This 

implies that social workers are required to adhere to the highest standards of ethics in 

performing their roles. Unfortunately, ethical standards have not been fully anchored 

in Saudi Arabian social work practice as they are in the Western world. Therefore, 

social workers in the kingdom are likely to find it problematic to abide by the desired 

values as outlined in the ethical standards of social work practice. This also means that 

there is a likelihood that Saudi social work practitioners may possess strong personal 

values but may not be fully educated in the professional values that are universally 

accepted by international social work bodies. The above arguments have mainly 

applied in areas other than the school environment, but they are related to some extent, 

as social work values cut across the board and apply in every social context, 

irrespective of the type of clients being dealt with. Unfortunately, there is limited 

research on the application of social work values in Saudi schools, apart from the 

suggestions that social work practice should adopt approaches such as psychological 

counselling to promote the wellbeing of learners within the school community.  

Personal values and violence.  

There is a direct relationship between personal values and violence against children, 

as reported by research in the Saudi context. For instance, according to research by Al-

Eissa et al. (2016), there is a direct relationship between violence against children and 

their later development into adolescence and adulthood. Traumatic events, such as 

abuse and neglect, promote unhealthy behaviours among children as they develop, as 

found by Almuneef et al. (2014). This implies that adults should always hold high 

moral standards and avoid compromising their personal values at the expense of 

children. Their personal values should always be in accordance with the good morals 

desired by society. For instance, in some cases, child abuse leads to the perpetration of 

violence by the victims of the violence (Al-Eissa et al., 2016). Hence, care should be 

taken to always ensure that children have positive experiences during their developing 

years to avoid detrimental events as they engage with others later. Any violence 

perpetrated against children can create a situation whereby they enact similar 

experiences while interacting with their peers. This also relates to the problem of 
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bullying, as children with these experiences are more likely to perpetuate similar 

actions on their peers, therefore, becoming bullies themselves at school or in any other 

environment.  

The situation regarding child welfare in Saudi Arabia is perhaps unique. A past 

study by Al-Eissa (1998) posited that maltreatment of children is unrecognised, 

understudied, and underreported and was reported to be rare among social problems 

in the kingdom. However, the KSA government has been proactive in recognising 

there is a problem, but only in recent times. For instance, there are two recent Acts 

legislated that focus on the issue of child maltreatment. The first one is known as The 

Social Protection Act 2013. This is focused on the management of domestic violence 

cases in the kingdom, including maltreatment (Al-Eissa et al., 2016). The second law 

in connection with this problem is known as The Child Rights and Protection Act 2014, 

and was enacted by the government to protect children from maltreatment (Al-Eissa 

et al., 2016). This means that there is a joint effort, through the implementation of the 

two laws, aimed at protecting children from damage during their crucial years of 

development and hence enabling them to acquire the desired moral values. In such 

instances, having positive moral values is vital for the healthy development of children. 

This shows that the KSA government is committed to end child maltreatment. This is 

also likely to create an environment that prohibits violence towards children, which 

can so easily culminate in the act of bullying.  

The literature on values has set a precedent on how people, as social beings, 

should behave within their social systems and interactions. They are required to hold 

respectable personal and professional values to enrich their relationships and advance 

their moral ideologies. This applies especially to social workers, who are required to 

practise morally to demonstrate their professionalism. Moreover, appropriate personal 

values need to be imparted in young children to enable them to adopt desirable 

behaviours according to wider society. Children should learn to adhere to the social 

norms that are also in accordance with Islamic values, and these include avoiding the 

perpetration of violence against others. This is the beginning of combating bullying in 

Saudi schools. However, the moral basis for avoiding violence must be continually 

reinforced.  

Generally, this chapter has illustrated the various factors that relate to bullying 

behaviours. As we have seen, undesirable behaviours can be easily normalised in a 
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society if members believe that they are acceptable, even though they might not be 

appropriate when observed from another perspective. Therefore, in Saudi Arabia, to 

some extent, bullying has been normalised by the culture, even though the Islamic 

religion is against violence. It is the role of teachers to ensure that learners believe in 

the culture of peace to rein in the prevalence of school bullying. Social workers are in 

a position to help teachers in dealing with behaviours that are characterised as bullying 

in schools. However, the collaboration should involve other professionals, such as 

school counsellors, to ensure that long-lasting solutions are found and applied 

consistently.  
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Chapter 5: Method 

Research Design  

This study adopted a qualitative design to investigate responses to school bullying in 

Saudi Arabia and how these responses are reflective of education polices on bullying. 

Qualitative research is described as a form of research whose primary purpose is to 

develop ‘an understanding of human systems’ (Savenye & Robinson, 2004, p. 1046). 

In qualitative research, the researcher is able to learn about the capabilities, attitudes 

and perceptions, and world views of the respondents. In this case, school bullying is a 

research area regarding human behaviour that is of great relevance within the realms 

of the social sciences; therefore, the use of a qualitative paradigm to explore this topic 

is justified.  

Basing this study on a qualitative research approach, I have chosen to use an 

interpretivist theoretical perspective, which ‘attempts to understand and explain 

human and social reality’ (Crotty, 2009, p. 67). The inductive nature of the research 

topic informed the choice of the methodology. The methodological approach 

incorporates a thematic analysis of the inductively obtained data. Deductive 

approaches are common practice in quantitative research, but qualitative research 

favours inductive approaches, because they allow the data to speak for itself. A 

thematic analysis was then used to add to current theories on the social issues of school 

bullying.  

The study is exploratory research. The primary concern of exploratory research 

is to discover and generate or construct a theory (Jupp, 2006, p. 110). According to 

Schutt (2006, p. 14), exploratory research ‘seeks to find out how people get along in 

the setting under question, what meanings they give to their actions, and what issues 

concern them’. The present study is in line with this observation. The study seeks to 

investigate the historical understandings that have shaped the development of bullying 

in schools in Saudi Arabia. It is anticipated that, through the current study, some 

answers will be found on why bullying takes place in schools in Saudi Arabia and what 

informs the occurrence of this behaviour. This relates to the relevance of qualitative 

research in responding to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions on a particular problem, as 
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evidenced by Creswell (2014). Hence, through this approach, it was possible to explore 

the research problem by directly interacting with the research participants and to draw 

information from their personal accounts. As a result, it was possible to analyse 

subjective data from the research participants and then compare the results with the 

existing evidence in the literature to develop a richer appreciation of bullying in a 

Saudi Arabian context. The methodological approach taken in this study will be 

discussed later. 

Setting and Sampling  

The study was carried out in the city of Mecca, which is in the west of the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. The research was carried out in an urban context, with all schools 

adhering to the Islamic culture. The study recruited participants from six different 

schools, which included principals, deputy principals, teachers and social workers, as 

well as two policy officers from the Education Department in Mecca. These 

participants came from primary, secondary, and high schools in the city of Mecca. 

Since only six schools were used in the study, the identity of these schools will remain 

anonymous in order to protect the confidentiality of the participants. Ethics approval 

for the research was granted by the Flinders University’s Social and Behavioural 

Research Ethics Committee (Appendix A). 

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, sampling is defined as, ‘the act, 

process, or technique of selecting a representative part of a population for the purpose 

of determining parameters or characteristics of the whole population’. For the purpose 

of this study, the technique of purposeful sampling was preferred. Patton (2015) is 

helpful in his discussion of this technique. In describing purposeful sampling, Patton 

(2015) argues that, ‘the logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting 

information-rich cases for in-depth study. Information-rich cases are those from which 

one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

inquiry. Studying information-rich cases yields insights and an in-depth 

understanding’ (p. 264). To add to this, purposeful sampling enables the researcher to 

select participants who are believed to be highly knowledgeable about the topic of 

study (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg & McKibbon, 2015). Therefore, the participants should 

meet certain inclusion criteria, to be selected by the researcher, as the most preferred 

custodians of the needed information. Through this sampling technique, 39 individuals 

were derived from the general population, a number that was believed to be appropriate 
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for exploring the phenomenon under study. This sample size seems to be thin, but it is 

sufficient for this type of research, unlike in quantitative research where huge numbers 

of participants are needed to participate (Gentles, et al. 2015, p. 1782). The reason for 

this is that, unlike in quantitative research, where participants are representatives of 

the general population, sampling in qualitative research only serves the purpose of 

collecting data that will be used to understand a particular phenomenon of interest to 

the researcher. Hence, in this case, 39 (35 male and 4 female) participants were chosen 

to illustrate the complexities surrounding the social problem of school bullying. The 

four categories of the participants are as represented in the following table.  

Table 5.1: Transcription in translation: (Male participants) 

 
 
Table 5.2: Transcription in translation: (Female participants) 

 
  

I = interview  FG = Focus group 
Name of the 
institute  

Social 
worker  

Principal or deputy 
principal  

Teachers  Policy officer  

1. A school  I 1-1 I 2-1 2 
I 1-7 
I 1-8 

0 

2.B school  I 1-2 I 2-2 FG1-8 0 
3. C school  I 1-3 I 2-3 FG2-9 0 
4. E school  I 1-4 I 2-4 FG3-4 0 
5. unidentified  I 1-5 0 0 0 
6. unidentified I 1-6 0 0 0 
7. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca 

0 0 0 I 3-1 
I 3-2 

 
Total of 

6+2=8 4 21 2 
35 

I = interview FG = Focus group 
Name of the 

Institute 
Social 

worker 
Teacher  Policy officer 

unidentified  I 4-1 0 0 
unidentified  1 4-1 0 0 
unidentified  I 4-1 0 0 
5. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca 
(Female section) 

0 0 1-41 

Total of 3 0 1 4 
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Table 5.3: Individual interview: 

 
Table 5.4: Focus group: 
 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Female participants: There are limited numbers due to cultural restrictions of a male 

interviewer conducting interviews with females. Hence, to collect data from the female 

participants I had to rely on a female colleague to help to collect the data.  

Either a principal or deputy principal was recruited from each of the four schools 

selected within the city of Mecca, to create a total number of four. The deputies 

participated in the research in the absence of the principal. Principals and deputy 

principals are regarded as the face of the school. They are experienced in the education 

system and can be considered to provide both an official and administrative 

perspective on the issue of bullying. Furthermore, deputy principals interact more with 

the learners as compared principals, who mainly play administrative roles. Also, they 

are also not always at school but the deputies are mostly present at school, which 

makes it easier to access them at any given time.  

Name of the 
Institute 

Social 
worker 

Principal or deputy 
principal 

Policy 
officer 

1. A Primary School  1 1 0 
2. B Secondary 
School 

1 1 0 

3. C High School. 1 1 0 
4. D Secondary 
School. 

1 1 0 

5. unidentified 1 0 0 
6. unidentified 1 0 0 
7. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca. 

0 0 2 

 
Total of 

6 4 2 
12 individual interviews  

name of the Institute Teachers 
1. A Primary School  2 
2. B Secondary School 8 
3. C High School. 9 
4. D Secondary School. 4 

Total of 23 
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Between two and nine teachers were recruited from each of the four male schools 

(n = 21). The teachers were all aged over 25 years and had work experience of at least 

three years. Teachers were included in the study because they are involved directly 

with the students and can provide a more pragmatic perspective on bullying. 

Furthermore, teachers are always present at the school and can be accessed easily. This 

means that they are exposed to the behaviours of learners and they can provide first-

hand information regarding their experiences with bullying incidents that have 

occurred under their watch. Three policy officers were included, two male and one 

female (n=3). Lastly, some social workers were included in the study, among which 

six were male and three females (n=9). The selection of social workers was justified 

because they are also involved in handling social behaviours among learners. On the 

other hand, policy makers were selected because they are involved with government 

in the development of official policies. Or rather, they make suggestions on the policies 

that should be developed to deal with specific problems, such as bullying in this case.  

Justifications for Participant Selection 

The teacher 

A teacher plays a key role in the process of education, which seeks to enrich society, 

in collaboration with the school, by raising students' achievement and motivation to 

learn. The teacher’s role is not limited to explaining the lesson or the delivering 

information, but he/she also provides guidance to the learners. This is why the teacher's 

job is most important throughout history. For instance, the teacher is working 

continuously to raise the motivation of learners, promote the development of the 

community, and to shift the teacher’s role from being the sole provider of the 

educational process to being an assistant and facilitator. The teacher also has a role in 

fostering the overall growth of students. It is well known in the modern educational 

age that the student is the focus of the educational process in its various dimensions. 

This process aims at, first and foremost, the overall growth of the student ‘spiritually, 

mentally, and cognitively.’ All this requires the teacher to ensure his goals, whether 

daily, weekly, monthly or annual, are met, and these include behavioural goals. The 

teacher should always strive for professional growth, development and innovation in 

the knowledge of contemporary professions. This requires him to be aware of modern 

methods and techniques to transfer knowledge to his students effectively and 

positively. 



88 
 

The role of the school leader (principal) in relation to teachers  

The teacher should have acquired the necessary knowledge, skills and experience to 

improve his performance and develop his work. The school leader will involve 

teachers in enriching the curriculum and conducting the training courses needed by the 

teacher and supervising his duties, planning, methods, strategies, time and means. 

Additionally, the other roles of the principal are to make follow-up visits between 

teachers within the school and in other schools, and urge the teacher to participate 

positively and cooperatively and involve him in activities, plans and school decisions, 

and provide facilities and support for teachers and students. He is also supposed to 

ensure that the students attain personal growth and social adjustment, influence the 

behaviour of the teachers, push for achievement and excellence through persuasion 

and motivation, introduce scientific research and development, encourage the teacher 

to access new information, and generate innovative solutions continuously until the 

teacher attains a high degree of performance and proficiency He is also to ensure 

excellence and creativity. All of these responsibilities underline the value of the 

teacher in school and society, because all the interactions, problems, and issues of 

society are reflected in this role. 

The role of the principal ( school leader) in relation to students 

Student welfare must be the focus of the school principal because the goal is to develop 

a well-educated generation and prepare students to be effective members of the 

community. Principals also provide students with information on skills, values and 

trends, and promote scientific thinking, so they can lead productive lives and solve 

their problems. They collaborate with the local community to improve students’ access 

to outside concepts and information. Furthermore, they need to create a positive 

environment in the school that values creativity and friendship. This also involves 

leaders refining their talents, participating in councils and school activities, and 

seeking their views and ideas. Leaders introduce suitable behavioural models and live 

within the community to help the student shape their future. 

The role of the principal (school leader) towards parents 

Parents should be fully involved in how their children are raised, how they behave, 

and their general health. They meet children’s basic needs to help them adapt to the 

local and school environment, providing guidance and support. There must be 

communication between the school leader and parents to support the student's 
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academic performance and other achievements, to solve problems and involve parents 

in activities and seminars. This involves the provision of courses, lectures or 

exhibitions aimed at good decision making and planning for the future of their 

children. Principals encourage parents to support the school materially and morally 

throughout their child’s education. 

The role of the principal (school leader) towards the community 

The school is no longer able to achieve its objectives in isolation. Schools that are open 

to their local community are able to achieve their objectives, in coordination with the 

individuals and institutions that make up the local community. School leaders can 

bring in community expertise to accomplish some projects in the school. Community 

campaigns, such as for public health, harvest celebrations give students valuable 

experience and can strengthen the relationship between the school and the community. 

This leads to development of society, promotes awareness, and enables schools to keep 

pace with scientific trends and new technology It is also a way to provide 

psychological and spiritual reassurance to help students feel they have a close 

relationship with their community. The head of the school coordinates many 

extracurricular courses during holidays in cooperation with companies, institutions 

and banks. 

Ethical Considerations of the Study  

Ethical considerations are usually compulsory in studies where human participants are 

involved. According to Creswell (2014), ethical considerations are especially 

important in qualitative research to ensure that the research participants will not be 

harmed by being subjected to the research process. First, the researcher obtained ethics 

approval to conduct the research from Flinders University’s Social and Behavioural 

Research Ethics Committee (Appendix A). Additional permission was obtained from 

the Education Department of the city of Mecca (Appendix C). It was important to seek 

these permissions ahead of the study to ensure safety of participants and to avoid 

conflict with the authorities. After seeking ethics approval from the relevant 

authorities, the next step was to seek informed consent from schools selected by the 

Education Department and, last but not least, seek knowledgeable consent from the 

participants (Appendix B). They were requested to sign consent forms after being 

presented with the participant information sheets and assured of their confidentiality 

and anonymity in a process as clarified in Wiles (2012, p. 41). Issues of confidentiality 
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and anonymity underpin professional research practice in the social science field. In 

this case, the participants were assured that their anonymity would be maintained and 

the confidentiality of their information assured. They were informed that the findings 

of the research would be used for research purposes only and that they would not be 

accessible to third parties not directly involved in the research process. They were 

assured that there would be no harm incurred in participating in the research. They 

were also reminded that they had the right to withdraw from the research at any time 

for any reason.  

Data Collection  

As indicated above, the research is qualitative in design and data were collected from 

the primary sources. The two main qualitative data collection techniques used in the 

research were individual in-depth interviews and focus groups. The interview 

questions are included in Appendix B.  

Questions for Individual Interviews 

Interview heading  

‘Responses to school bullying in Saudi Arabia and how these responses are reflective 

of the educational policies on bullying’ 

Introductory Questions 

• What prompted you to respond to the invitation? 

• What is your understanding of school bullying? 

Schools and Education Department 

• Are there policies in place around school bullying? 

• Are these policies created by the Education Department and passed on to 

schools? 

• Are the policies mandatory? 

• How are the policies implemented? 

• Who is responsible for monitoring the implementation of the policies? 

• Are there statistics collected around the incidents of school bullying at 

School? 
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Questions for Focus Groups  

Questionnaire heading: ‘Responses to school bullying in Saudi Arabia and how these 

responses are reflective of the educational policies on bullying’ 

Introductory Questions 

• What prompted you to respond to the invitation? 

• What is your understanding of school bullying? 

Schools and Education Department 

• Do teachers encounter bullying amongst students at school? 

• What behaviours do teachers identify as bullying behaviour? 

• How do students who engage in bullying come to a teacher’s attention? 

• How do teachers respond to bullying? 

• Are their responses mandated by school policies, by Education Department 

policies or by personal understanding of correct behaviour? 

• Are there therapeutic programs in place for students who experience 

bullying or for those who are identified as exhibiting bullying behaviour? 

(Appendix B) 

 

The Interviews 

Interviews are research techniques that generate raw data about a certain phenomenon 

of interest through the interaction of two people in a certain setting (Olsen, 2012). They 

enable a researcher to get a glimpse of the experiences of different people (Seidman, 

2013; Gubrium, et al., 2012). For this particular study, the interview would enable the 

researcher to obtain significant amounts of data on school bullying and its polices from 

the selected participants. Another justification for adopting the interview approach is 

that it has certain advantages, such as cost-effectiveness, efficiency, and simplicity 

(Creswell, 2014). Moreover, emotional feelings can be captured through the use of 

interview to enhance and strengthen the research findings from both verbal and non-

verbal perspectives (Creswell, 2014).  
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The participants were split into two main groups to be investigated either through 

the interview approach or focus group approach. The participants who took part in the 

individual interview process were social workers, principals or deputy principals, and 

the policy officer in the Education Department in the Region of Mecca. Initially, 

during the sampling process, participants were informed of the interview process, their 

role in the interview process, and the time and location of the interviews. This was 

intended to prepare them to participate in the interviews and to avoid affecting the 

credibility and reliability of the research findings. All interview sessions took place in 

an urban setting within Mecca. The principals/deputy principals were scheduled to 

participate in an interview held at four different schools, and social workers were 

scheduled to participate in interviews held at six schools. Each principal/deputy 

principal was interviewed individually in the principal’s or deputy principal's office 

within the school. For social workers, it was considered that those who worked close 

to the identified schools should be interviewed in those schools. An empty room was 

selected in which to hold the interviews. The policy officers were interviewed in their 

office at the Education Department in the City of Mecca. All participants were 

contacted a day before the interviews to reaffirm their willingness to participate and to 

inform them about the time and location of the meeting. An individual interview lasted 

approximately 30 to 60 minutes. Note-taking and/or audio tape-recording were 

considered to be the most appropriate techniques for documenting the interview 

responses. However, according to King and Horrocks (2010, p. 44), consent ought to 

be obtained first, prior to audio recording the conversation between the researcher and 

the participants, for reasons of confidentiality. Handwritten records may be used if the 

interviewee does not give consent to be audio-recorded or in situations when the 

recording equipment malfunctions. Thus, consent to audio-record the interview was 

reaffirmed prior to each interview. For reasons of confidentiality the individual 

interviews are not included in the thesis. They were, however, viewed in translation 

by both supervisors (Appendix C). 

Focus Groups  

Focus groups are one-time meetings of a group of people who are involved in a face-

to-face group interview with the researcher (Carey & Asbury, 2016, p. 14). Even 

though the individual members of the focus groups might not know each other 

personally, they always share the same background experiences. There is a very large 
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number of studies that have adopted the focus group approach, which means that it is 

one of the leading research instruments preferred by researchers. Focus groups are 

popular in social research because they are appealing; people like to be heard and feel 

that they are being heard and understood by other people within the group (Carey & 

Asbury, 2016, p. 14). These are the main justifications for using focus groups in the 

current research on school bullying. However, this approach may lead to bias during 

the data collection process. For instance, according to Litosseliti (2003, p. 24), the 

behaviour of individuals may be influenced by the group and they might alter their 

opinions to suit the group’s dynamics. To counter this, a friendly and non-threatening 

environment was created, and the moderator was alert to the visual cues, body 

language, and other indications of the participants’ emotions. Another key strength 

that helped to counter this limitation was that the research participants share the same 

Islamic culture, language, and experiences, which made it possible to discuss and 

elaborate the phenomenon without fear of misunderstanding.  

For the purpose of this study, the 23 male teachers, among the selected sample 

participants, were involved in four focus group interviews. It was anticipated that these 

teachers would be adequately knowledgeable and willing to communicate in a focus 

group discussion held in a collegial and familiar environment on the topic of school 

bullying in their own schools. It was hoped that the use of focus groups was the right 

approach to obtain the perspective of teachers on this social problem. A conference 

room with appropriate communication equipment was identified in each of the 

institutions for the purpose of conducting the focus group interview. It was critical to 

ensure that the room was big enough to accommodate all the participants. The focus 

group session lasted 60 minutes and the discussions were either audio-recorded or 

recorded in hand-written notes, after due consent was obtained from the participants 

(Appendix C). For reasons of confidentiality, the group discussions are not included 

in this thesis. However, they were viewed in translation by both supervisors.  

Data Analysis  

All the data collected in this research will be qualitative in nature as it will mainly 

include accounts of experiences of the participants on the social problem of school 

bullying. The data analysis will entail three main processes: transcription of the data 

and writing it in Arabic, translating the text to English, and then thematically analysing 

the data through textual coding. 
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Data Transcription and Translation  

The first step in the data analysis process was to transcribe the audio-recorded 

conversations and the hand-written notes. The intention was to validate the hand-

written text generated during the interview sessions. The interviews were conducted 

in Arabic, which means that the audio recordings and written notes were also in Arabic. 

Therefore, the first step was to transcribe the audio recordings and the notes into text 

format, still in Arabic. It was easier to transcribe directly, using the same language that 

was used during the interviews. The same principle applied to the transcription of the 

focus group discussions into textual data. The next step in the data analysis process 

was to translate the transcripts from Arabic into the English language. The purpose of 

translating at this point was to make data coding easier, as the thematic analysis was 

to be done in English. Moreover, the research was to be finally written up in English; 

hence, the relevance of translating the transcribed text to English, which is a widely 

used language globally. Of course, it would also make the data accessible to the two 

thesis supervisors. Large amounts of data were generated and translated and the next 

step in the process was then to subject the data to thematic analysis.  

Methodology: Thematic Analysis  

Thematic analysis is the approach of choice to analyse raw data obtained from research 

participants (Guest 2012, p. 11). The implication is that this data analysis approach can 

achieve the desired objectives in analysing qualitative data. In thematic analysis, 

patterns are pinpointed and examined by the researcher to identify similarities in data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). The process entails the identification and examination 

of themes from the textual data and then discussing them in such a way that the 

phenomenon under study is clearly portrayed. Phrases are  counted in thematic analysis 

and also implicit and explicit ideas can be extrapolated from the data. In all cases, 

transcripts are read, themes identified from within the collected data. Then, data coding 

takes a central role to regularise, compare, and relate the different elements or ideas 

within the textual data in order to add to and critique some of the theories and models 

currently proposed for the study of bullying.  

For the purpose of the thematic analysis process, open coding was applied on the 

data. Open coding enables the researcher to identify distinct categories and concepts 

within the collected data (Daly, Kellehear & Gliksman, 1997). Through coding, the 

categories are highlighted to distinguish them from each other and even to eliminate 
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the most irrelevant categories from the data. In this research, the textual data was 

reviewed, evaluated, and useful categories identified based on how they related with 

each other. Similar categories/ideas or concepts within the data were then grouped 

under a single theme. The themes were developed based on the research questions and 

categories were defined under those themes to draw out their meaning.  

Rigour and Validity  

The intention of qualitative research is that it be rigorous and valid. Rigorous research 

should, ‘provide information that is related to events that happen in the world’ (Rice 

& Ezzy, 1999, p. 31). This was done by means of conducting interviews and focus 

groups with participants who are actively involved with school students. In engaging 

with principals, deputy principals, teachers, social workers and policy makers, the 

intention in this study is to ascertain valid research which can critique, inform and then 

be used to develop more effective policy around bullying in schools in Saudi Arabia. 

The main limitation is that the subjective interpretation by the researcher on the coding 

process may have compromised the nature of the identified themes as being truly 

representative of the perspectives of the participants. This limitation was countered by 

reviewing the codes and categories several times to ensure that they were classified 

under the appropriate themes.  
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Chapter 6: Findings from Interviews and 
Focus Groups 

The main purpose of this study was to examine participants’ perspectives and opinions 

on school bullying in Saudi Arabia, particularly in Mecca, as well as to explore their 

experiences as educators. A second purpose was to explore to what extent participants 

in Saudi Arabian schools know about bullying and its effects on school environment. 

Another goal of the study was to find out whether the participants are aware of policies 

around school bullying.  

This chapter will shed light on the existing anti-bullying programs or strategies 

that aim to keep the learning environment safe. The results of this study were obtained 

by using qualitative research method through two qualitative data collection 

instruments. The first method was via interviews conducted with social workers, 

principals and deputy principals, and policy officers at the Saudi Education 

Department. The second method was to set up focus groups. Group members were 

mainly teachers who were invited to participate in this study.  

The participants were asked to comment on the following themes: Background 

knowledge of school bullying; Types of bullying; statistics collected around the 

incidents of school bullying; personal versus professional values regarding bullying; 

Strategies (policies) to prevent bullying; the character of the bully and victim; 

prevalence of bullying.  

This section contains many quotations from the participants in this research. I have 

included their actual words even if colloquial terms were used. The translations into 

English also maintain the same authenticity by using colloquial terms. 
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Table 5.1: Transcription in translation: (Male participants) 
 

 
 
Table 5.2: Transcription in translation (Female participants) 
 

 
 
Table 5.3: Individual interviews 

I = interview  FG = Focus group 
Name of the 
Institute  

Social 
worker  

Principal or deputy 
principal  

Teachers  Policy officer  

1. A school  I 1-1 I 2-1 2 
I 1-7 
I 1-8 

0 

2.B school  I 1-2 I 2-2 FG1-8 0 
3. C school  I 1-3 I 2-3 FG2-9 0 
4. E school  I 1-4 I 2-4 FG3-4 0 
5. unidentified  I 1-5 0 0 0 
6. unidentified I 1-6 0 0 0 
7. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca 

0 0 0 I 3-1 
I 3-2 

 
Total: 

6+2=8 4 21 2 
35 

I = interview FG = Focus group 
Name of the 

Institute 
Social 

worker 
Teacher  Policy officer 

unidentified  I4-1 0 0 
unidentified  14-1 0 0 
unidentified  I4-1 0 0 
5. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca 
(Female section) 

0 0 1-41 

Total: 3 0 1 4 

Name of the 
Institute 

Social 
worker 

Principal or deputy 
principal 

Policy 
officer 

1. A Primary School  1 1 0 
2. B Secondary 
School 

1 1 0 

3. C High School. 1 1 0 
4. D Secondary 
School. 

1 1 0 

5. unidentified 1 0 0 
6. unidentified 1 0 0 
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Table 5.4: Focus Group Interviews 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Background and Knowledge of School Bullying 

Teachers 

In responses to the second question What is your understanding of school bullying? all 

the teachers said they had never heard of the term ‘bullying’ (Tanmor in Arabic) before 

having this group discussion. The key goal of this question was to understand whether 

the teachers had heard of the term of bullying before as well as to enlighten the 

participants about the behaviours that constitute bullying. Responses to this question 

revealed a total lack of knowledge about school bullying and a lack of understanding 

of the reasons why bullying happens in the first place. All participants were aware of 

issues of aggression, assault and abuse, including verbal or physical harassment, but 

did not realise how to classify these behaviours. This led to their inability to understand 

bullying and deal with it effectively in the school environment, 

For instance, FG 18 stated ‘Bullying as a term is not known…I asked the social 

worker about the term because it was unknown.’ Also FG 1 stated: ‘Bullying is 

aggression’. FG 1 # explained further: ‘I think, bullying is unwanted aggressive 

behaviour among students or school aged children’. 

FG #12 tried to explain what bullying is by giving an example:’ It feels like a tiger has 

been [and] attacked him.’ 

7. Education 
Department in the 
City of Mecca. 

0 0 2 

 
Total: 

6 4 2 
12 individual interviews  

Name of the institute Teachers 
1. A Primary School  2 
2. B Secondary School 8 
3. C High School. 9 
4. D Secondary School. 4 

Total of 23 
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The researcher was surprised that almost none of the FGs had ever heard of the term 

bullying. On one hand the teachers seemed to appreciate the seriousness of school 

bullying through their descriptions, but on the other hand they did not have a full 

understanding of the behaviour or how to deal with it. 

This result confirmed to the researcher that the term ‘bullying’ is unfamiliar to the 

teachers, and they need to describe it in terms of other misbehaviours.  

The questions helped to answer the research question regarding participants’ 

knowledge and understanding of the term bullying in general and school bullying more 

specifically. 

Male social workers 

In response to the second question ‘What is your understanding of school bullying?’ 

which was designed to discover the social workers’ understanding of the term bullying, 

all the social workers stated that they had never heard of the term bullying (Tanmor in 

Arabic). The responses for this particular question exposed the lack of knowledge 

among the participants regarding their understanding of school bullying and how it 

occurs. 

I1- 2 pointed out: ‘Unfortunately, there is no such concept of bullying, because there 

is no explanation about it, nor does it have a clear meaning. Moreover, there is an 

ambiguity surrounding the term of bullying. Even though the term "bullying" is new, 

the problem of bullying in Saudi schools existed before in my opinion.’ 

I1- 3 stated: ‘In our society there is no such term of bullying and many people do not 

have any understanding about it. There are many equivalent words that are more 

popular than the term bullying such as HIAMH, JAARAHM’ [which means having 

more control over the other]. Some educators are not familiar with the term bullying.’ 

He (I1- 3) also pointed out that in regard to a school bullying definition: ‘I think it is 

abuse in general and physical abuse in particular. Through this abuse, there is a little 

more damage.’ 

Female social workers 

All three female social workers stated that they had heard of the term bullying (Tanmor 

in Arabic) and despite the fact that they had some knowledge about the term, their 
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knowledge did not stem from any literature on the topic, but came from ‘their own 

personal experiences’.  

I4-1 stated: ‘Bullying is violence and intensity in dealing with students and the school 

community as a whole’. 

I4-2 stated: ‘Bullying is a form of violence, abuse and insult’. [Whether directed from 

one individual to another or from a group to an individual or other group]. ‘The bully 

usually is stronger than the others.’ 

Despite the attempts made by all participants to provide a description of school 

bullying, derived from their personal experiences or knowledge, many of their 

perceptions and explanations are far from the accepted definition of school bullying. 

For example, some equated school bullying with physical abuse. This was a typical 

misunderstanding. 

The participants were divided into two groups. One group did not show any sign of 

understanding school bullying, while the other group did try to come up with some 

definitions or at least provide an description of school bullying. However, their 

explanation was not clear enough because they were confusing school bullying with 

other misbehaviours. 

Policy officers (male and female) at the Education Department in the City of 
Mecca 

During interview with the policy officers, the researcher noticed that their answers to 

the first question were quite similar to those of other participants. They did show some 

understanding of the term ‘bullying’ in their answers but could not say which sources 

they were relying on. This can be clearly seen in their definitions of school bullying. 

I3-1, for instance, explained that bullying is: ‘A type of violence practised by some 

students, individually or collectively, and this behaviour is repeated and inflicts 

psychological and physical damage to the others.’  

Also I3-1 gave quite a good definition of bullying, relying on his long experience as a 

policy developer and head of the guidance section in the Education Department in the 

city of Mecca. But when the researcher asked him ‘Is the term (school bullying) well 

known?’ he (I3-1) replied: ‘In my opinion, no. It may be a new phenomenon. Yes, here 

are other names (control, force, authoritarianism, dominance)’. 
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I4-4 stated that bullying referred to: ‘A girl mimicking a boy's personality, such as 

raising their voice like men, fighting with each other using hands and fists, and also 

having a similar haircut to boys.’ 

I3-2 was the only one who appeared to have a good understanding of the term bullying 

and school bullying specifically, even though he didn’t provide any definition from an 

academic resource. He drew on his own experience and acquired knowledge. 

According to his CV, which he described for the researcher, he has conducted many 

workshops addressing the topic of ‘bullying’ but unfortunately these workshops were 

only available for social workers or ‘student or school advisors’. 

Regarding ‘What is your understanding of school bullying’, he stated: ‘The concept 

is generally clear in relation to bullying and it can be formulated in your own way. 

There is a difference between bullying, abuse and violence [but] bullying is part of 

violence and abuse.’ 

He (I3-2) also pointed out: ‘A necessary element in bullying behaviour is continuity’. 

He said that ‘to qualify an incident as bullying, it must be a continuous behaviour from 

the bully to his victim’. 

Participants who had heard of the term bullying pointed out that it is not enough to 

recognise bullying without looking into the underlying causes, in order to know how 

to deal with it. During the interviews, both male participants emphasised that bullying 

either does not exist in Saudi schools or if it exists, there are only a few cases. The 

participants do not view school bullying as a pervasive problem in schools, that needs 

urgent intervention to tackle the problem.  

We note from the participants’ answers that despite the attempts they made to define 

or provide examples for the definition of school bullying, they derived opinions from 

their own personal experiences and not from information learned from scientific 

books, training courses or professional values. It is clear that school bullying did not 

appear to them to be a major problem that might need significant attention from the 

school community. 

Principals or deputy principals 

 Not surprisingly, all the principals and deputy principals admitted that they had never 

heard of the term bullying (Tanmor in Arabic) nor denied its existence. In response to 
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the question that was designed to explore their background knowledge of school 

bullying, all of the participants appeared be quite lacking in information and awareness 

regarding school bullying 

I2-1 said: ‘I do not have any particular definition of bullying and I don’t think anyone 

else does.’ 

Also, I2-2 stated: ‘Bullying is one of these new terms and has never existed in polices 

previously. It is generally absent’. 

Also he (I2-2) said: ‘Bullying means … abnormal behaviours’. 

I2-3 stated:’ No, there is no scientific definition for school bullying. It is [just like] 

fierceness and stubbornness.’ 

All the participants’ answers showed a lack of proper understanding about school 

bullying. The main thing that influenced participants to convince everyone that there 

is no bullying in their school was the fear that acknowledgement of the existence of 

bullying would open the door wide to criticism that the school is not trying to confront 

bullying and address it. In addition, it would negatively affect the school’s reputation 

and status in the community. 

The researcher noted that the participants appeared to be more worried about saving 

the school’s reputation than tackling the real problem. 

Type of Bullying 

Teachers 

Most of the respondents (if not all) had witnessed many forms and types of bullying, 

including financial, hitting, verbal insulting, stealing peers’ property, and using signs 

or gestures to threaten potential harm.  

For instance FG #3 said: ‘Bullying is where the victim cannot complain or speak up. 

Bullying is like, for example, when a student has control over another student or a 

group of students by demanding money through extortion and so on, and no one can 

complain about it due to fear of repercussions.’ 

Also, the same FG (#3) stated : ‘Verbal bullying is when there are insults being hurled 

every day towards a student by repeating negative words, and normally the victim 

cannot respond or speak out.’ 
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The same FG 3 stated: ‘Or the bully beats him (student) daily until he becomes his 

victim, and the student who's been bullied cannot speak or tell anyone about it.’ 

FG #5 described another type of bullying: ‘Students (victims of bullying) are forced 

to do the homework for the bully. The bully has a earmarked a student to do his 

homework on a regular basis and they cannot refuse.’ 

FG # 8 mentioned another type of school bullying. ‘The bully may stand up for the 

victim or protect him from the others because he likes him (sexually), and he may 

prevent others from directing any harassment or abuse to him. The victim can’t lodge 

a complaint or tell anyone because, unfortunately, he's accepting the bullying.’ 

FG (#8) continued: 

‘There was another case that was not discovered until the teacher noticed that the 

student was unable to sit on a chair comfortably. After several investigations and 

referring him to the principal they found out that he had been bullied sexually and the 

bully used soap during the sex as a lubricant’. 

The responses to the question regarding different types of school bullying showed that 

most teachers have witnessed all types of bullying in their schools, despite the fact that 

they had difficulties in classifying the types of bullying. 

These findings support the idea of doing further research into bullying in Saudi schools 

in order to identify how to detect and reduce the severity of bullying, and to know how 

to control and deal with it in schools. 

Social worker (school or student advisor) 

Regarding incidents of school bullying that occur in front of the social worker or that 

they hear about, most of these respondents had witnessed many forms of bullying, 

including hitting, verbal insulting, harassment, stealing peers’ property or forcing the 

victim to do the bully’s homework. The bully uses direct signals to show their victim 

that they will get hurt if they complain or report it to anyone.  

I1-1 stated: ‘Bullying comes in different types; sometimes it might take the form of 

behavioural bullying, such as beating, other violent acts or controlling actions. And 

sometimes it might involve taking things from the victim, such as pens, pencils, or 

pocket money. Or bullying can also mean forcing the victims to do the bully's 

homework’. 
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I1-2 gave his own version of school bullying: ‘Attacks and insults, verbal abuse and 

‘peer-to-peer’ physical bullying is involved’. This means that fighting between 

students normally starts with verbal insults and name-calling and then it becomes 

physical fighting. 

Similarly, I1-3 gave almost the same description of types of school bullying, focusing 

on these types: verbal bullying or physical bullying and sometimes the bullying can 

turn into physical fighting due to sports. 

The results of the question regarding the types of school bullying indicate that most 

social workers have witnessed all types of school bullying in their schools, although 

they were unable to classify them. They identified various forms of misbehaviour that 

are fundamentally related to different types of school bullying. This result supported 

the idea of encouraging further research regarding school bullying in Saudi schools to 

understand, identify and reduce all types of bullying among students. 

Statistics Regarding Incidents of School Bullying 

Teachers 

Participants were asked if they had collected any statistics around school bullying 

either in the past or recently. Everyone participating in answering the previous 

question confirmed that there had been no studies of school bullying, and that there 

were therefore no statistics collected in regard to school bullying and its prevalence in 

school. 

FG # 7 for instance indicated: ‘There are no statistics around school bullying.’ 

FG #17 and FG # 18 also both agreed: ‘There are no statistics around this.’ 

FG # 21 also confirmed that: ‘There are no statistics for school bullying, but double-

check with the principal; he might have some.’ 

Even though the answers represented the participants’ point of view, they indicate that 

the schools were not dealing properly with bullying. Answers also confirmed there are 

no statistics to reveal the extent of the school bullying problem. 

Social workers 

Social worker participants were asked if they had any statistics referring to school 

bullying and whether these statistics were old or recent. Everyone who participated in 
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answering the previous question pointed out that there were no studies in regard to 

school bullying or its prevalence. 

I1-1 stated: ‘There are no statistics.’ 

I1-2 pointed out: ‘No, there are no statistics around school bullying.’ 

I1-6 agreed with the above social workers’ answers and added: ‘I don’t know of any 

statistics specifically for bullying.’ 

I1-5 agreed: ‘I don’t think we have any.’ 

Although the answers were given by the small number of social workers who 

participated in this study, their views can be seen as a clear indication that there is a 

lack of receptivity in Saudi Arabia regarding school bullying. At this point in time, it 

appears no statistics have been collected to indicate the size or complexities of school 

bullying. 

Principal and deputy principal 

All the principals and their deputies who participated in the current study were asked 

whether they had collected any statistics or carried out any studies about school 

bullying either historically or recently. All confirmed  there were no studies  of school 

bullying, nor were any statistics collected in regard to school bullying and its 

prevalence in their schools. 

I2-3 stated: ‘No, there are no statistics for school bullying.’ 

I2-3 also confirmed: ‘No, there are no statistics regarding school bullying.’ 

I2-4 agreed: ‘I don’t think we have any statistics for school bullying.’ 

To sum up, all the participants’ responses reveal a lack of awareness about bullying 

and that was shown by their lack of motivation or interest for collecting statistics about 

the problem.  

Policy officers: male and female 

The policy makers who participated in this study were asked the same questions about 

whether or not they had collected any statistics about school bullying. All confirmed 

that they had not come across any studies or collected any statistics about school 

bullying or its prevalence.  
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I3-1 stated: ‘It is not considered a phenomenon in the education system in Mecca, as 

it is a simple problem with only a few cases, thank God, so there are no statistics.’ 

I3-2 agreed: ‘No, there are no statistics about school bullying, unfortunately.’ 

Like the male policy officers, I4-4 also confirmed: ‘No, there are no statistics about 

school bullying.’ 

In summary, all the answers from the focus group participants about the existence of 

statistics show that there is a general lack of awareness and understanding of school 

bullying and its consequences. This can be a sign that Saudi schools are not 

considering or recognising that school bullying is a major problem that needs to be 

studied and tackled. 

Strategies (policies) to Prevent Bullying: 

Teachers 

The next questions for the participants asked if they knew of any policies or strategies 

relating to preventing bullying in schools. The following questions were asked: 

‘Are responses [to bullying] mandated by school policies, by Education Department 

policies or by your personal understanding of desirable student behaviour?’ 

 Are there policies in place around school bullying? 

Are these policies created by the Education Department and passed on to schools? 

Are the policies mandatory? 

All of the participants stated that there was a policy about school bullying, except one 

participant who acknowledged that he did not know of any specific policy. Even 

though these participants had stated that they knew about school bullying, they could 

not provide any details about any relevant policy. They knew that there was a policy 

that dealt with school bullying; however, they did not know what the policy details 

were or which chapter in the Book of Attendance and Behaviour dealt with school 

bullying.  

Most of the teachers, except one, stated that they did not use any specific approach to 

dealing with bullying or follow any specific policy information around bullying. 

Although the teachers took some practical steps to deal with the bullying, which was 
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to speak with any student who showed evidence of bullying behaviour, these steps 

were driven more by their own personal experience.  

FG # 7 stated: ‘There is no defined teacher’s role, or maybe it is not clear enough if 

there is a role or a specific procedure. We simply refer the whole case to the principal 

or student advisor (social worker).’  

Also, he ( FG # 7) pointed out: ‘Just to clarify, all our efforts are just personal efforts 

and they are not derived from any particular policy.’ 

FG #14 said: There are no guidelines currently available on how to deal with bullying 

that are specific to the school administration or the Department of Education or the 

Ministry of Education.  

FG #23: ‘Policies exist but unfortunately they are not enough to prevent such incidents 

from happening. Some students, you expel them from attending school for a week or 

so, and the only response we get from them is ‘I don’t mind.’  

Also, FG #13 pointed out: ‘In the guidelines for conduct, there are no special roles or 

instructions under the heading of ‘bullying.’ This modern term (bullying) isn’t in there. 

This term may fall under one of the terms used for other behaviour’. 

FG #13 also drew attention to a very important point: ‘However, the problem is that 

when we ask for the application of a policy or regulations we will find obstacle after 

obstacle, not only at the school level but also at the management level of education.’ 

FG # 20 had figured out his own way of dealing with school bullying: ‘Traditionally 

beating is the fastest way to deal with any misbehaviours. Most students are not afraid 

of the consequences of their misbehaviour due to poor teacher reaction or school 

administration. Beating is deemed as the quickest and strongest remedy for any 

misconduct or misbehaviour because ‘our students are violent, and this violence is due 

to social failures and the ‘school of hard knocks’. If there is a strong reaction from 

teachers, students will be afraid.’ 

FG # 20:‘The actions we take are random and unthinkable [he refers to beatings] but 

are more effective and stop bullying in no time.’ 

These responses suggest that there is no specific strategy to deal with bullies and 

victims in the classrooms of Saudi Arabian schools. Evidently, teachers have 

developed their own coping strategies. In addition, none of their strategies are based 
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on training sessions run specifically to deal with school bullying, nor incorporated into 

teacher education courses. The responses indicate that there is no deliberate policy to 

help teachers in reducing the incidence of bullying in schools in Saudi Arabia. The 

results point to the need for educating teachers and providing training in about how to 

respond to bullying and reduce its prevalence among students. 

Social workers 

The social workers were asked a similar question in respect to using any strategic 

method in curbing school bullying. Their responses were similar to the teachers’ 

answers. They relied on their own methods in dealing with school bullying. All of the 

social workers, even though they agreed that some sort of policy existed, still had no 

idea about where these school bullying policies were, or how to apply them. 

I1-3 stated: ‘Yes, there are policies around all school behaviours, starting from level 

one (which represents low risk behaviour) to level six (which represents high risk 

behaviour).’ 

He ( I1-3) also admitted: ‘Bullying does exist in schools but is not confined to any 

level; it is distributed across all levels at different levels of seriousness’. 

I1- 4 pointed out: ‘Yes, there is a policy around school bullying, but only for secondary 

and high school. In general, most of policies in schools in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

are designed only for secondary and high schools.’  

The researcher pointed out that all policies that are intended to tackle school 

misbehaviour, such as bullying, exist at all school stages — primary, secondary and 

high school — not just for one stage.  

I1- 1 pointed out: ‘Yes, there is a policy around school bullying, and for other 

misbehaviours. School bullying as far as I’m concerned is ranked in the second level 

in the Book of Attendance and Behaviour’. 

However, the researcher disputed the accuracy of this assertion. 

The participant tried to display some knowledge of the polices but that disappeared 

when the researcher asked him about the policy details.  

Also, I1- 1 mentioned: ‘All policies, not just school bullying, were created by the 

Ministry of Education for all schools whether private or government schools. It is 

worth mentioning that there are six policy levels in the Book of Attendance and 
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Behaviour for all school behaviours, and we refer to each level according to behaviour 

categories in the Book of Attendance and Behaviour. 

The policy states that when a student commits any misbehaviour, they firstly are sent 

to the deputy principal of the school and then to the student advisor (social worker), 

who will take all the necessary steps such as conducting a guidance session or 

counselling. 

I1- 2 stated: ‘Yes, there is policy around school bullying and there is a continuing 

review and update for it. This policy is not only for school bullying, but also for all 

other kinds of problems and misbehaviours.’ 

I1- 2 emphasised that the policy about school bullying is just written and was not acted 

on. He said: ‘The Book of Attendance and Behaviour ranks school bullying at the 5th 

level out of a total of six levels. This indicates that that school bullying is considered 

really dangerous. Afterwards, the necessary paperwork is signed by the student and 

the student advisor, who will add some points after consulting the case with the 

principal.’ 

He then corrected his previous answer: ‘The school polices guidelines exist (I think) 

last year 2016–2017. Sorry, school bullying is ranked at the 4th level not the 5th level.’ 

I1-5 added: ‘Yes, there is a policy around school bullying, but this policy is not clear 

enough and therefore isn’t helpful when we are dealing with school bullying 

behaviour. We have to rely on our personal experience and knowledge to put an end 

to the behaviour.’ 

 I1-1 explained that in dealing with school bullying, there is a lack of therapeutic 

interventions, which leads many social workers to create their own personal 

interventions; this in turn leads to the perpetuation of school bullying without a 

solution.  

‘It is very important to make the student feel comfortable and confidence to trust in 

you, as well as emphasising to the bully that the violation will not be recorded if he 

cooperates with you. Afterwards we talk to the bully and provide guidance and give 

him lots of advice. Most of the students who practice bullying do not think about the 

consequences of their actions. We inform them about the consequences of ‘bullying’ 

and tell them that we could inform their parents. Hearing this, the students start to be 

afraid. Sometimes we call the parents if we can’t solve the problem easily, and inform 
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the parents that we will apply the school policy if the student does not stop such 

behaviour. Sometimes we discover that the parents are themselves mistreating the 

student or being over-strict.’ 

14-1 stated: ‘Yes, there is policy around all bad behaviour in general; however there 

are no policies specifially for school bullying (to my knowledge).’ 

14-2 mentioned that policies exist but: ‘they are flexible which may lead to the choice 

of personal intervention over the scientific approach’. 

Also,(I4-2) added: ‘Yes, policies are created by the Education Department and they 

pass them on to schools. There are also school (special) policies that can be added and 

used if the school wants to.’  

So, the word ‘special’ opens the door wide to put in place personal interventions 

that have no scientific basis.  

Thus, participants’ answers regarding the role of a social worker in dealing with school 

bullying indicates the absence of therapeutic interventions and also a lack of 

knowledge and understanding about school bullying. As well it is evident that social 

workers are poorly prepared to address complex issues such as school bullying that 

require specific skills. Social workers said they relied on their personal efforts, skills, 

and experiences, which have no scientific basis, in order to tackle school bullying and 

mitigate its consequences.  

Policy officers: male and female 

The same question was put to policy makers in the Education Department at Mecca in 

relation to the methods and strategies they use when it comes to dealing with school 

bullying. 

I3-1 (male) stated: ‘Yes, there is a policy around bullying and similar misbehaviours. 

The role of the school is to guide the students as well as follow up to prevent such 

behaviour and other kinds of misbehaviour in the school environment.’ 

He agreed that there are policies regarding school bullying, but was not convinced 

about the strength or the effectiveness of these policies.  

I4-4 explained further: ‘Yes, policies are created by the Education Department and 

they pass them to schools. There are also school (special) policies that can be added 

and used if the school sees it as important.’ 
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I3-2 showed little understanding in regard to school bullying. He stated: ‘These 

policies exist to a certain degree but are “not currently known”; however, only some 

of these polices are practised.’ 

Although policy makers knew about the existence of policies around bullying, they 

were reluctant to talk about the policies in detail. They could not specify any 

therapeutic interventions that were meant to be in place to help both the bully and 

victims of bullying. 

To sum up, there is no full awareness of the size of the problem and its importance. As 

a result, it is expected that policy makers are not considering school bullying as a 

problem which deserves more attention and requiring intervention that is based on 

scientific evidence.  

Principals or deputy principals 

It was also noticeable that all principals and deputy principals were not knowledgeable 

regarding bullying and related policy.  

For instance, I2-1 stated: ‘Yes, some policies have been created by the Education 

Department, and others by the school administration.’ 

Interviewer: Which means that there are policy created by the schools? 

‘Yes, policies exist but there is a problem in their application. The application of these 

policies varies from school to school; some schools apply them, others do not apply 

them.’ 

I2-2 also mentioned that policies do exist. He stated: ‘Yes, there are policies created 

by the Education Department; which after several trials they were passed on to the 

schools for implementation.’ 

Also, he (I2-2) added a valuable point: ‘These policies are floating around and not set 

down on firm ground [or well enough defined]. We must start by using some 

traditional way of breaking the process into steps (1, 2, 3, 4… etc.) using our own 

experiences and skills to guide us. Once we exhaust these steps, then we should start 

to apply policies. The application of policies has to be flexible; it is up to the individual 

school administration to implement them as they see fit.’ 

In summary, All the answers given by the participants exposed the real problem ( lack 

of understanding and having only basic information about school bullying and its 
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policies) which has led failure to tackle the rising level of school bullying that has 

shocked schools in Saudi Arabia. 

Personal versus Professional Values 

Teachers 

Question four asked how teachers respond to bullying, or in other words what would 

the teacher do if a student came to them saying they were being bullied. All teachers 

reported that when they are informed about or witness any inappropriate behaviour, 

such as bullying, in the classroom, they attempt to speak directly to students involved 

and tell them to stop these behaviours. If the students stop, then no further action would 

be taken against them. In cases where students do not respond or do not follow the 

teachers’ advice, then the students are sent to the student advisor’s office (social 

worker) at the school to receive further counselling so they can manage their 

misbehaviour.  

FG #7 stated: ‘As a teacher I just sit with them (the bully and the victim) separately 

and talk to them. If I think there is no any positive outcome from the session then I 

refer them to the principal or the school advisor (social worker) and then those people 

would carry out their roles; for example, calling their parents and letting the parents 

be involved in the matter’.  

Also, FG # 19 described how he follows certain steps which are intended to deal with 

bullying. ‘As a teacher I must first make sure there is a problem. If I’m convinced (that 

there is bullying occurring) I then sit down with them both (the bully and the victim) 

separately, and talk to them, as well as offer them some advice and directions. If I 

notice any progress, then I will leave it there without taking further action, but If there 

is no progress I send them to the principal or the student advisor (social worker) and 

then they can act according to their roles, for example, by inviting their parents in, or 

applying any of the policies’. 

Another method used by teachers to counter such misbehaviours among students is to 

communicate directly with students and their parents to work out the causes that may 

have led the students to behave in this way.  

Overall, these results indicate that there are no specific or clear policies used in Saudi 

schools to help teachers reduce bullying. There is also discrepancy between 

participants in answering the question about whether or not there are policies relating 
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to bullying. One group stressed the existence of polices around school bullying on the 

Education Department agenda; another group believes that there are no policies that 

can help in dealing with school bullying. The second group believes that there are 

policies to counteract school bullying; however these policies apply to misbehaviour 

in general, not specifically to bullying.  

How are policies implemented? Are therapeutic programs in place for students who 

experience bullying, whether as bullies or victims? What should the first actions of 

teachers be? 

The teachers all agreed that bullying or name-calling is a serious problem and there is 

a need to have some kind of intervention to halt the spread of this behaviour in Saudi 

schools. 

Most of the teachers stated that they have no official advice on how to deal with school 

bullying incidents; and that all their efforts were personal ones. 

FG # 7 in responding to the question about school bullying interventions, stated:  

‘Nothing at all. There is no official advice on the teacher’s role, or maybe it is not clear 

enough. Even if there were a specific guide, it would be simply to refer the whole affair 

to the principal or student advisor (social worker).’ 

FG # 4:’I can sit with the students, advise and offer them guidance.’ 

FG #14: ‘Direct guidelines on how to deal with bullying? No, it is not specific to the 

school administration or the Department of Education and I don't think the Ministry of 

Education either.’ 

FG #13: ‘As a general practice in the Book of Attendance and Behaviour, there is no 

reference to special roles or systems under the heading of the modern term, bullying. 

It’s not in there. This term [bullying] may come under other misbehaviours’ 

Also, FG # 13: ‘It is not clear and has not been covered in the book.’ (He means that 

bullying is not mentioned in the Book of Attendance and Behaviour.) 

FG #18:’As a teacher I must make sure there is a problem. If I confirm that, then I sit 

with them both separately, and talk to them, as well as give some advice and directions. 

If I notice any benefit, then I will leave it. If there is no benefit, then I would refer them 

to the principal or the student advisor (social worker). 
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FG #17: 

‘We must make sure that there is actually a problem, as some of students could be 

lying. All our efforts and reactions in relation to school bullying must be personal.’ 

FG # 14:  

‘We have two problems: First the regulations on conduct at school (the Book of 

Attendance and Behaviour) in general are not known to the public. Second, although 

bullying does exist, we do not know whether students involved are telling the truth. At 

the end of the year the students can still obtain full marks in their certificate of 

attendance and behaviour.’ 

The researcher’s explanation for the FG # 14 quotation above: Even though the Book 

of Attendance and Behaviour is given to everyone and also there is guidance on school 

bullying in in this book, no-one seems to read it or to follow its instructions.  

Generally, the participants’ opinions demonstrate that teachers use their own personal 

intervention and values in dealing with school bullying. If their personal interventions 

do not do any good, then they refer the whole matter to the school administration and 

cease to have any further involvement. This is because they do not have proper 

guidelines to show them how to tackle serious bad behaviour in the school 

environment.  

Social workers 

The social workers, male and female, were all asked about their roles as social workers 

regarding school bullying and whether they drew on their professional values when 

dealing with bullying incidents. 

I4-1 stated: ‘Everything we do is a personal initiative, as we don’t have clear roles. 

You need to remember that most student advisors (social workers) are not professional 

social workers, nor have they graduated in social work; most of them are specialists in 

areas other than social work.’ 

I1-2 said: ‘It’s a mixture of personal efforts and relying on my professional training, 

either might be appropriate according to the difficulty of the case.’ 

I1-4 also stated: ‘All my efforts are personal’. 
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I1-5 commented: ‘Honestly, my role as a social worker in cases of school bullying is 

not clear-cut. I rely on my personal experience. Normally, I solve the problem but in a 

case beyond my experience, or if there is a need for a much stronger intervention, I 

refer it to the principal.’ 

It is no surprise that most of the answers illustrate a lack of awareness by the social 

workers of their roles, which are supposed to be based on scientific and professional 

knowledge. 

Defining school bullying clearly is the first key to understanding the policy around it 

as well as possible initial interventions. Unfortunately, as already mentioned, there is 

a lack of understanding of what constitutes school bullying as well as a lack of clear 

current policies on the issue. As a result, most social workers are dependent on using 

their own personal resources and experiences to help students affected by such 

behaviour. 

Policy officers 

The policy makers at the Education Department were also asked whether they are 

following any evidence-based policy to tackle bullying problems or did they merely 

use their personal experience to guide them. 

I3-2 reported: ‘It begins by sitting down with the bully a “long time” and also the 

victim of bullying. In some cases we need just few interventions and all goes well. 

While other cases, especially if the schools cannot deal with the problem or find they 

need a special intervention, the case must be referred to the education offices 

(educational supervision, extension unit, school health, etc.). A case study file is then 

opened and policies applied. The application of policy is important but it varies from 

case to case.’ 

I3-1 stated: ‘The role of education in pursuing this problem begins by directing the 

enquiry back to the school to explain and deal with the students’ behaviours. In some 

cases, if the schools cannot deal with the problem or find the case needs a special 

intervention (above school capability), they will refer the case to the education offices 

(educational supervision, extension unit, school health, etc.)’. 

I4-4: ‘There are no clearly defined roles; all my efforts are individual efforts’. 

She also added, responding the same question: ‘These are steps I would take:  
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• Solve the problem with the student by sitting with her 

• Hold a general conversation with her 

• Guide her to correct her path and maintain good behaviour 

• Or notify her parents or guardian.’ 

There is no commonality in the roles described. This is shown through participants’ 

answers, even though they work in different places and do similar tasks. It seems clear 

that there are no specific roles that have been established as the result of policies. 

However, although these policy developers are in positions of authority, these few 

respondents may not be representative of all the policy officers in the Education 

Department. 

Principal and Deputy Principal 

Principals and deputy principals were asked if they had any strategy or role to prevent 

bullying among students. In other words, whether they are relying on their personal 

experience or are following any professional guidelines. 

All the participants in this interview population struggled to answer the researcher’s 

questions. All the answers failed to show any coherent knowledge of their roles in 

facing bullying among students or whether roles were derived from policies or 

personal efforts. 

I2-3, for example, stated: ‘Sometimes the penalty does not necessarily need to be 

applied according to the policy; it can be replaced by guidance and a piece of advice.’ 

The answer from I2-3 was no different from the answers of I2-4, who affirmed: ‘Even 

though policies do exist, they are hard to apply and not clear.’ 

This lack of clarity and uncertainty about the significance of school bullying perhaps 

tells us why the participants prefer to use their own personal values and interventions 

instead of drawing on professional values and applying current official policy. 

 

Character of the Bully and the Victim 

Teachers 

The teachers were also asked about the personal characteristics of both the bully and 

the victims of bullying. Everyone’s answer showed that they fully understood school 
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bullying sometimes; however, at other times they confused bullying with other 

misbehaviours. 

For instance, FG #3 stated: ‘From the bully, aggressive behaviour. From the victim, 

physical effects and signs of distress caused by physical assault.’ 

Also, FG #4 talked about the physical differences in students and how that sometimes 

leads to bullying: ‘Physical differences at puberty (sexual development) also has a big 

role in bullying. A student who is taller and bigger than others could become a bully 

and wield control over other students because of this size difference.’ 

Also FG #18 made a good point when saying:  

‘The age range among students has a role in bullying and is particularly significant in 

the primary setting. There are differences between first grade students and fifth or sixth 

grade students. The sixth graders see that they are bigger than the younger students 

and they exercise control over the entire school and classrooms. For example, there 

was a student who was highly controlling in the classroom and when the teacher asked 

the students to open a book, the bullying student made a gesture of his own ordering 

the students to close the book.’ 

Also, FG #17 touched on the same point:  

‘As well as physical differences between the students, some students, even though they 

are in the same age group, are physically stronger. The physical differences of students 

play a role in the onset of bullying. When a student is physically bigger and stronger 

than the others, even though they are in the same age group, he physically dominates 

the others.’ 

As can be understood from the participants’ responses regarding the characters of the 

bully and their victims, the participants have fully understood the characteristics of the 

bullying behaviour despite the fact that they could not draw a distinction between 

bullying behaviour and other misbehaviours. This is mainly due to lack of clarity on 

the participants’ roles and responsibilities in the school.  

Social workers 

The social workers during the interview were asked to express their views about the 

personal characteristics of both the bully and victims of bullying. 
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Everyone came up with some sort of answers about their understanding of bullying 

characteristics. Overall, their answers show they are knowledgeable to some extent 

about school bullying; however, they seem to struggle to distinguish the nuances 

between definitions of bullying versus other kinds of misbehaviour. 

A female, I4-2 J, mentioned: ‘The bully usually is stronger than the others.’ 

Also, I4-3 stated: ‘The bully is characterised by his love for control, a strong 

personality and prestige.’ 

I1- 6 said that: ‘It’s controlling others and abusing them.’ 

I1- 4 drew the attention to an important point: ‘Bullying from my perspective is more 

likely to occur in schools that are located in poor or low socioeconomic 

neighbourhoods and less often in high socioeconomic neighbourhoods.’ 

Although the participants demonstrated that they have the ability to pick up some of 

the characteristics that can be recognised as school bullying, they were not conscious 

of the subtle difference between bullying and other misbehaviours in the school 

environment, due to using their own experiences to recognise bullying characteristics. 

Prevalence of Bullying  

Teachers 

The participants were all asked to identify whether bullying was prevalent in schools 

or not, by answering the question: Do teachers encounter bullying amongst students at 

school? 

The respondents said that bullying existed in school but not under its scientific term 

(Tanmor in Arabic), but under colloquial terms and also that it is not a common 

occurrence in the school environment. This response may be the result of participants’ 

lack of information regarding bullying, as was defined in the first question of the 

interview and group discussion.  

 FG # 7 stated: ‘The term “bullying” (Tanmor) is not usually known by this scientific 

name, but it means “power” and to “conquer” others’.  

FG #4 also stated: ‘It exists in both sexes, male and female, as in boyah which means 

a girl acting like a boy or in the English expression “tomboy”’. 
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FG#10: ‘Bullying may be an extension of old terms and titles such as “control” and 

fotooah which means ultimate power’. 

FG # 9: ‘Baltajah also means control over a group and it is a derivative from an old 

word. Now possibly it might be out of use but in the past it was well known. It was in 

every school: for example, the fotooah controls and has the ultimate power.’ 

FG # 6 responded to the question: ‘Yes we do experience bullying, in every class’. 

The participants’ answers indicate that the majority of them believed that bullying was 

happening in the school environment. Even though some of the teachers mixed 

bullying with other misbehaviours, the discussion on types of school bullying shows 

the teachers’ interest to learn more about what bullying is and how to deal with it, or 

at least report it. 

Social workers 

This group of participants were also invited to answer the question about the 

prevalence of school bullying. The responses show that the social workers experienced 

some level of confusion regarding to the definitions of bullying behaviour and other 

kinds of misbehaviours in school. Moreover, they did not use the formal word that 

denotes bullying behaviour. 

I1- 1 for instance said: ‘Yes there are, and I told you about the term hawash which 

means monsters, which was also told to you (the researcher) by one of the participants 

in the group discussion. However, I do not see the term hawash expressing the reality 

(I'm not convinced) although it does exist among students. But I see the term Satti, 

which means controlling or trouble maker, and ‘uncle’ exists but I haven’t heard 

anybody using it in front of me. The students would be afraid of saying it in front of 

me, but it is in use among the students.’ 

Also, I1-2 stated: ‘There can be a few cases or cases we cannot be sure about, or 

describe it as (large number).’ 

Social worker C also mentioned: ‘Bullying does exist in schools but not just at any one 

level. It is spread at all levels and is a problem of varying seriousness. 

Which means school bullying is linked to other school misbehaviours and it does 

not come about by itself. 
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To summarise, the answers from the participants in this group show that they wished 

to replace the term of bullying by using different colloquial terms that refer to bullying 

in one way or another. This has certainly created some confusion among the 

participants when it comes to differentiating which behaviours can or cannot be 

described as bullying. 

 Policy officers 

The policy officers were also asked to say whether bullying was being reported from 

schools. Their responses indicate that bullying may exist in schools although perhaps 

not on a daily basis.  

I3-1 stated: ‘Most schools do not experience bullying.’ 

The other opinion came from I3-2 as he said: ‘A few cases have appeared.’ 

Also, I3-2 stated that: ‘It does exist but there are only few cases’. 

This response may be the result of participants’ poor knowledge about bullying in 

general and school bullying more specifically. In consequence, the participants were 

not able to say whether bullying is a common occurrence in schools. Although these 

policy officers are in positions of authority, they may not, however, be representative 

of all the policy officers in the Education Department.  

 Principal / deputy principal 

There was not much difference between the previous participants’ answers and the 

principal and deputy principals’ answers in regards to whether or not bullying is a 

common occurrence in school environment. Their responses show the intricacies and 

difficulties in identifying bullying behaviours in schools.  

I2-1 stated that: ‘At the primary stage, I think it does not exist, but in the secondary 

and higher stages of education it very clearly exists.’ 

 I2-3 also said: ‘Yes it may exist but you will find only a few cases’. 

 I2-4 also stated: ‘It does exist but I think it is too difficult to notice and uncover.’ 

To sum up, the answers from this group of participants indicate the difficulty in 

pinpointing bullying behaviour in school environments. In fact, they were unable to 

confirm whether or not bullying occurs in schools on a daily basis. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion of the Findings 

This chapter discusses the findings of the research after thematic analysis of the 

participants’ perspectives of school bullying. Seven themes emerged from the 

interview responses from the participants (principals, social workers, teachers, and 

policy officers at the Education Department). The key sub-sections of this chapter 

include a summary of the findings, linkage of findings to the reviewed literature and 

theoretical perspectives. This is followed by an examination of limitations of the study, 

key points from the findings, recommendations, and ideas for future research.  

Thematic Analysis: Summary of the Findings  

These findings were obtained after thematic analysis of the overall responses from the 

participants. The findings are related to the seven themes that were identified from the 

interviews with research participants.  

The first finding relates to the theme of background information about school 

bullying in the studied schools. Responses from the participants confirmed that the 

participants did not understand the meaning of school bullying and how it takes place 

within the school environment. Additionally, under this finding, the research found 

that the participants were not concerned with tackling the problems associated with 

bullying but only worried about protecting the reputation of their schools.  

The second finding relates to the theme of types of bullying that are taking place 

in the studied schools. The researcher was seeking to determine whether the 

participants were aware of the different types of bullying that take place at school. 

From the interviews, it was found that the participants have already had some first-

hand experiences of the different types of bullying at school but they could not easily 

classify them. 

The third finding is on the theme of statistics relating to school bullying. 

Responses related to this theme were obtained from the teachers who were involved 

in the group discussions. On this specific theme, statistics indicated there was lack of 
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awareness of school bullying and its impacts on the learners and the schools in 

particular. Based on the available statistics, it is evident that schools in Saudi Arabia 

are not keen to list school bullying among the problems facing their schools and have 

no determination to identify measures that could be taken to solve the problem.  

The fourth finding related to the theme of strategies to combat bullying. In 

relation to this theme, the responses from the participants showed that they all lacked 

understanding of the meaning of bullying, and also were lacking in knowledge about 

the policies that currently exist to address school bullying. Lack of information about 

strategies limits the ability of participants to intervene in order to handle the bullying 

problem in Saudi schools.  

The fifth finding relates to the theme of personal and professional 

interventions to address bullying problems. Under this theme, it was found that the 

participants were more interested in applying personal values as interventions to solve 

school bullying problems but were less concerned with the application of professional 

values and anti-bullying policies to address the problem.  

In the sixth theme relates to identifying the characteristics of bullies and 

victims of bullying. The participants acknowledged that they are able to identify some 

of the actions that characterise bullying at school. However, it emerged that the 

participants were not able to clearly determine the differences between bullying 

incidents and other misbehaviours. The reason for this is that the participants could 

only draw on their own personal experiences and perceptions of behaviours.  

The seventh theme relates to how well the participants were able to identify the 

behaviours that characterise bullying. The main finding indicates that the 

participants found it difficult to recognise or identify bullying behaviours. In addition, 

under this theme, it emerged that the participants could not talk about daily incidents 

of bullying in their schools as they were not able to confirm that bullying even occurred 

at the school.  

Emergent Themes  

The findings of the study align with discussions in the literature on the issue of school 

bullying from different regions, and specifically, in the Saudi context. It is appropriate 

to compare the present findings with earlier discussions in the literature in order to 

corroborate or refute arguments that have been previously made on this subject. This 
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section will therefore relate findings for the seven themes established for this study 

with the literature to assess the truth or reliability of the literature. The responses from 

participants were related to the key research questions posed and the themes that 

emerged from the responses through thematic analysis. The seven themes are 

discussed below.  

Theme 1: Background of school bullying  

This first theme relates to the extent of awareness of the existence of anti-bullying 

policies and whether they are being applied in Saudi schools to mitigate the problem 

of bullying. All the participants’ answers confirmed they had no proper understanding 

of school bullying policies within their settings of practice. According to this finding, 

the researcher noted that the participants appeared to be more worried about saving 

their own reputation than tackling a real problem facing learners at school.  

It is unfortunate that the participants are largely ignorant of these policies, and if 

they are aware, they are not effectively applying them. The lack of a proper 

understanding of bullying in Saudi schools contrasts with findings in previous research 

that bullying is regarded as a critical problem in the West. There have been numerous 

empirical studies on bullying in the West, but very few in the East (Kazarian, 2013). 

This means that the problem of bullying is probably under-reported in the East, of 

which Saudi Arabia is a part. This also means that the individuals who are required to 

address the behaviour and to remedy it are not fully committed to this role. It is fair to 

state that the participants’ unawareness of bullying policies will be, to some extent, 

due to lack of knowledge on the issue as a whole. Furthermore, according to Kazarian 

(2013), there has been a linguistic problem in defining the term ‘bullying’ in the Saudi 

context, as Saudi citizens are only aware of the term baltagi, which means something 

more like ‘hired thugs.’ This could mean that the teachers and social workers in Saudi 

schools cannot easily relate certain behaviours with bullying. The failure to recognise 

certain behaviours as acts of bullying is mainly responsible for the respondents not 

having a proper understanding of or even the words to describe bullying incidents in 

their schools.  

This unawareness of bullying is also related to the participants’ lack of 

knowledge of the factors that promote bullying. The participants seem not to know 

that depression and personality disorders can lead to incidents of bullying among 

school-going children. However, the impact of emotions as a trigger for bullying has 
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been widely studied in the West, where depression, aggression, and anger have been 

listed as prime factors related to bullying at school (Llorca, Malonda, & Samper, 2016; 

Domes et al., 2013). This implies that teachers, principals, and social workers 

associated with schools should be more knowledgeable about the factors that 

characterise bullies if they are to deal effectively with them. Once the characteristics 

are properly identified, the participants can then report or escalate cases to the 

administration for appropriate interventions to be planned. However, in this research 

it was clear that the participants would tend to ignore all the potential indicators of 

bullying, to the extent that they would not take any action to challenge the perpetrators 

to change their behaviours.  

The findings also indicate that the participants were either reluctant or unaware 

of which interventions they should apply to mitigate bullying. According to Ttofi and 

Farrington (2011), interventions are necessary in the elimination or prevention of 

bullying in schools. The present findings indicate that participants did not take any 

action at their schools to report or mitigate bullying; instead they were more inclined 

to protect their reputation as individuals or as representatives of the school instead of 

dealing with the issue first-hand. This means that the participants were ignorant of the 

evidence-based interventions they could apply in the prevention of bullying in their 

schools. For instance, some of the reactive anti-bullying strategies include direct 

sanctions, mediation, support groups and the Method of Shared Concern (Analitis et 

al., 2009). None of these interventions was identified by the participants as being 

essential in the mitigation of bullying. None of them could recount an identifiable 

history of success in mitigating bullying in previous incidents. The implication of not 

taking any action against bullies implies that the participants were not aware of or they 

just ignored the possible interventions they could have applied. With participants 

hoping to protect the schools’ reputation, it is clear that this mindset is one that is 

unlikely to lead to any reduction of the bullying problem. There needs to be a change 

of perception among them by means of which such serious issues can be addressed 

without compromising their culture or the reputation of their schools. In this case, the 

principals should provide a directive to the teachers, and the teachers should act 

effectively, to adopt and promote anti-bullying strategies. Principals, teachers, and 

social workers and the policy makers from the Education Department can then work 
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alongside the teachers to draft a policy plan and guidelines that can be used to address 

the challenges of bullying in their schools.  

Theme 2: Types of school bullying that are taking place in the studied 
schools 

This theme addresses the identification of the different types of bullying that have been 

identified in the studied schools. Answers to the question regarding types of school 

bullying indicate that most of the participants have witnessed all types of bullying in 

their schools, although they were unable to classify them. This finding is detrimental 

to the application of anti-bullying interventions. It is common knowledge that the 

involvement of teachers and other practitioners in the fight against bullying can lead 

to positive outcomes if the right protocols are followed. The difficulty respondents had 

with identifying and classifying the different types of bullying can be attributed to the 

inadequate conceptualisation of the issue within the Saudi context, as earlier 

mentioned by Kazarian (2013). It is clear that there is inadequate knowledge of school 

bullying incidents in the kingdom because the subject has not been widely considered 

in the East compared to the West. Participants agreed that they had witnessed all types 

of bullying at the schools but they could not differentiate between bad and good 

behaviour, or describe when a behaviour should be termed bullying rather than another 

type of behaviours. This finding also indicates that respondents are capable of realising 

that a behaviour characteristic of bullying has taken place but they are unable to 

differentiate types of bullying. This is evidence that Saudis are not adequately 

informed about different types of bullying they may encounter. To some extent, in 

relation to this study, it was found that social workers are better informed than the 

teachers, as they could more readily identify different incidents of bullying, unlike the 

teachers. There are numerous behaviours characterising bullying that have been 

covered in the literature, which the involved research participants from the identified 

schools should be knowledgeable about.  

First, in relation to identifying the different types of bullying, the behaviours of 

the students should be observed and then characterised in terms of whether they are 

aggressive or not (Margevičiūtė, 2017). According to Margevičiūtė (2017), bullying is 

‘intentional aggressive behaviour, mobbing, harassment, pestering, silent treatment, 

ignoring, etc., with an outcome of causing pain or discomfort of some extent’ (p. 207). 

This means that bullying should be directly classified as any act by a person that can 



128 
 

cause harm to another person. In addition to these specific behaviours of bullying, the 

participants should be capable of characterising bullying as either individual or 

collective bullying. Individual bullying is any type of bullying where a single 

perpetrator is involved in behaviours that can harm another person. Collective bullying 

is the scenario where there are numerous perpetrators bullying a single person or a 

group of other persons (Hong, Neely & Lund, 2014; Rose & Monda-Amaya, 2011). 

This means that findings in the literature regarding the different types of bullying were 

not adequately confirmed by this study’s participants. The participants had limited 

knowledge about what characterises bullying and how to identify bullying incidents 

through observation of student behaviours. This implies that the participants would not 

be able to effectively engage in the mitigation of the behaviour, as they were unable to 

characterise the behaviour as bullying in the first place. Through observation, it should 

be possible for the teachers and other stakeholders in the schools to identify behaviours 

that characterise bullying, report them, and put measures into place to mitigate such 

behaviours, in the interests of ensuring positive relationships among the learners. 

Therefore, it could be argued that the participants associated with the studied schools 

are not effective in the fight against bullying, as they cannot even classify the different 

behaviours associated with it. There should be a total change of perceptions and 

assumptions to promote the agenda of collective action against bullying in schools. 

Otherwise, the problem will continue to occur in Saudi Arabian schools and the 

different behaviours that characterise bullying will become normalised.  

Theme 3: Statistics around school bullying 

This theme highlights the extent of bullying that take place in the schools based on the 

nature of interactions among learners, and the specific characteristics of bullying 

incidents. Under this theme, data analysis from the group participants in regard to 

school bullying presents statistics that show that there is a lack of awareness and 

understanding of school bullying and its consequences to the involved individuals. 

This signifies that Saudi schools do not recognise that school bullying is a major 

problem that needs to be studied and tackled with the urgency it deserves. This finding 

is consistent with the findings by Kazarian (2013) that bullying has not been fully 

explored and contextualised in Saudi Arabia as it has been in the West, where it has 

been widely discussed and is prominent in the literature. This means that there is a 

limited understanding of bullying by Saudis, which is detrimental to the fight against 
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the behaviour in schools. There are numerous consequences of bullying that have been 

described in the literature. These should be known about to justify the argument that 

mitigation of bullying is critically important in the kingdom.  

Failure to recognise and mitigate bullying in Saudi schools with urgency is 

highly likely to lead to clinically significant problems, such as low self-esteem, 

anxiety, and depression among the victims (Cook et al., 2010; Zerillo & Osterman, 

2011). This can even lead to victims committing suicide (Kim, Koh & Leventhal, 

2005). To add to this argument, Shetgiri (2013) also argued that bullying leads to poor 

academic performance, and psychosomatic complaints among the bully victims. 

Bullying not only affects the psychological health of victims but also their physical 

health, as stated by several studies (Knack, Jensen-Campbell & Baum, 2011; Ouellet-

Morin et al., 2011). For further illustration of the impact of bullying, that should be 

understood by the Saudi educators, the study by Kazarian (2013) confirmed that most 

victims of bullying reported physical health symptoms, including abdominal pains and 

headaches. Teachers should then realise, from these findings, that bullying is highly 

damaging to the education system because of its potency to physically and 

psychologically harm victims. The health impacts of bullying, on victims and 

perpetrators, are also likely affect their school attendance and academic performance 

as a whole.  

To add to the above arguments, it seems that Saudi educators also do not 

understand that bullying affects the bullies in the same way it affects the victims. For 

instance, according to Menesini and Salmivalli (2017), bullying also negatively affects 

the academic performance of the bullies, which means that its impact is the same 

whether the person is the victim or the perpetrator of the act. Thus, if left to 

continuously occur, bullying is likely to affect the academic performance of Saudi 

school students and will lead to more serious problems later on. There should be 

concerted efforts to fully identify incidents of bullying and mitigate them as soon as 

possible for the purpose of protecting all the people involved.  

To further illustrate the relevance of this finding, Menesini and Salmivalli (2017) 

have argued that, since the school environments are where bullying takes place, 

educators are in the right position to identify any bullying behaviour that occurs within 

the school setting. This is the primary setting where bullying can be easily identified 

by the teachers and other adults within the school environment. Gleason (2011) adds 
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to this argument by stating that the highest percentage of bullying takes place in high 

schools but most of schools do not have the capacity to deal with the problem. The 

factor that complicates this issue even further is that even teachers are often involved 

in bullying in cases where they apply excessive punishment or criticism of students 

(Attwood, 2004). This implies that the involvement of teachers in modelling the 

behaviour compromises their ability to eliminate the problem from Saudi schools.  

All the arguments under this theme indicate that there is little effort by the 

teachers and other adults in the school setting to eliminate bullying incidents even 

though they should be the ones responsible for doing this. A conclusion can then be 

drawn that the teachers are indirectly encouraging the behaviour by failure to act. It is 

an act of omission that only allows the situation to worsen. Findings under this theme 

mean that effective strategies should be planned to ensure that the people involved in 

taking care of the students at school understand the dynamics of bullying and its overall 

impact on learners’ academic performance and on their physical and mental health.  

Theme 4: Strategies for dealing with school bullying 

The fourth theme emerging from analysis of the findings relates to strategies for 

dealing with school bullying. The research found that participants exposed the real 

problem (lack of understanding and basic information about school bullying and its 

policies), which has led to the current failure to handle this matter in Saudi Arabian 

schools. Determining participants’ awareness of relevant strategies is important 

because this reveals their level of understanding of the problem and their ability to 

solve it. First, to clarify this theme, we need to determine whether there are policies in 

Saudi Arabia formulated specifically for the purpose of preventing the occurrence of 

bullying in schools. It was stated in this literature review that Saudi Arabia has 

previously attempted to legislate on bullying. For instance, in 2014, the kingdom set 

up a panel of representatives to draft legislation to combat bullying, The new law 

would acknowledge bullying to be a national problem, and it would mandate schools 

with the responsibility to adhere to set policies aimed at eliminating this behaviour. 

The legislation’s other purpose would be to educate teachers and other stakeholders 

related to students’ welfare about the negative impacts of bullying on learners. 

Unfortunately, regarding this legislation and its impact there is little in the literature to 

verify that the legislation is operational. It can be assumed, however, that stakeholders 

have failed to effectively implement it. This also implies that there is no definitive 
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evidence on this issue to indicate the legal consequences of either adhering or not 

adhering to the rules and regulations that were set down.  

To illuminate this finding further, it is important to juxtapose the Saudi situation 

with that in other countries, especially those in the West. For instance, in Australia, 

there seems to be a more advanced anti-bullying debate that is supported by legislation 

and statutes directing people on what to do. An example is the Statutes Amendment 

Bullying Bill that was introduced in September 2017. The bill suggests heavy 

punishment for anyone found guilty of a bullying offence. The bill also offers a precise 

definition of bullying as any act that can cause harm to another person through 

humiliation or harassment, among other practices. Harm is defined in the bill in such 

a way that it encompasses both physical and mental harm. The penalties for those 

found guilty of a bullying offence, as enshrined in the Australian bill, is a maximum 

of ten years imprisonment and a minimum of five years for less serious infringements. 

However, even though the bill was meant to deter bullying in Australian schools, a 

section of human rights groups, the Youth Affairs Council of South Australia and also 

the Commissioner for Children and Young People have opposed the new rules, citing 

the dangers (as they see them) of applying criminal laws to the education system 

(Rigby & Cox, 2014).  

The above discussion on the issue of anti-bullying policies suggests that using 

the legislation approach as an intervention has not been as effective in Saudi Arabia as 

it has been in the West. The above evidence indicates that even though there has been 

resistance by some human rights groups, Australia has tried to develop legislative 

interventions that Saudi Arabia has not been able to. Therefore, it also means that there 

are gaps in the legislated interventions that can be used as anti-bullying approaches, 

This implies that more efforts could be directed into this area, and the education system 

could be required to adhere to its provisions. Ultimately, it is hoped that positive 

outcomes will be achieved, but as it is now there has been no progress in the use of 

legislation to deter bullying in Saudi schools. Furthermore, there is no evidence in the 

literature to indicate that the strategies that are being applied in Australia would be 

workable in Saudi Arabia. Thus, it cannot be readily concluded that Australian anti-

bullying strategies should be emulated in the kingdom.  
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Theme 5: Personal and professional interventions to address bullying 
problems 

This fifth theme was identified from the findings obtained from the research 

participants. It was found that the participants prefer to use their own personal values 

and intervention instead of using professional values and applying current educational 

policy. This implies that the study participants were reluctant to follow the set rules 

and guidelines to mitigate bullying, and they were mainly interested in using 

alternative interventions.  

This finding suggests that the participants tend to apply strategies that have not 

been recommended in the literature as the most effective. The literature stipulates that 

direct sanctions should be levied on students, especially where violence is involved in 

the bullying actions (Rigby & Cox, 2014). This means that direct sanctions would be 

more effective in situations where physical harm is involved. However, there is no 

evidence that this approach would be suitable in the Saudi context, since no studies 

have been carried out on this particular issue. Most of the studies that have so far been 

conducted on this issue outline a Western perspective on the choice of anti-bullying 

policies to use in schools. This situation might stem from a lack of an understanding 

and classification of various behaviours that could be defined as bullying in Saudi 

Arabia.  

The other approach that has been known to be effective as an intervention is 

‘strengthening the victim’. According to Rigby (2012), this intervention is more 

effective in severe cases of bullying, although it can also be used in less severe cases. 

The intervention is normally applicable to cases where the victims of bullying have 

developed signs of low self-esteem and deficient coping skills. Furthermore, based on 

the literature review in this study, there is no evidence that this intervention is ever 

used in Saudi Arabia to mitigate school bullying. In fact, this intervention might not 

be workable in Saudi Arabia, where bullying is regarded as behaviour that could 

strengthen individuals. In simple terms, in Saudi Arabia there is a belief that bullying 

should be tolerated as it makes the victims stronger and resilient in harsh conditions. 

As indicated in the literature, Saudi teachers shy away from dealing with bullying 

incidents as they don’t want to be associated directly with the situation for various 

reasons and because of various misgivings. However, ignoring the problem can result 

in normalisation of the behaviour (AlBuhairan, et al., 2011). Thus, we can well 
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conclude that this intervention (strengthening the victim) might be more appropriate 

in the West than in Eastern countries like Saudi Arabia.  

The other main intervention strategy that should be used and yet it is not being 

used in Saudi Arabia is mediation. According to Rigby (2000), mediation is 

controversial in terms of the situations in which it should be used, as some people 

argue that it should be used in more severe cases while others believe that it is more 

effective in mild cases. The answer is also not clear regarding whether mediation is 

more effective when used in individual or group cases of bullying. Zapf and Gross 

(2001) have argued that mediation is highly effective when there is a balance of power 

between the victim and the perpetrator of bullying. Clearly, the victim should not be 

less powerful as this could worsen the situation and lead to yet more victimisation.  

Even though the above interventions have been used widely, mainly in the West, 

and have been found to be broadly successful, it would be important to ensure they are 

applied carefully in Saudi Arabia in order to achieve the desired goals. Unfortunately, 

there are indications that education systems in the kingdom are not conducive to 

creating an environment that would foster trials of the above interventions.  

The use of alternative approaches by the participants, instead of applying the 

desired guidelines and policies to curb bullying, is largely counter-productive. 

Evidence-based interventions and policies have been found to be effective in other 

countries, and Saudi Arabia should also emulate such approaches rather than 

alternative interventions. For instance, the UK is an example of a country where anti-

bullying policies have been effective in deterring the behaviour in schools. An example 

of a school in the UK that has successfully applied anti-bullying policy is Badale High 

School, whose policy is an emancipation of the national legislation on bullying that 

include Public Order Act 1986, Protection from Harassment Act 1997, The Education 

and Inspection Act 2006, 2011, The Children Act 1989, and The Equality Act 2010 

(Badale High School, 2018). The anti-bullying policy provides for counselling 

sessions where both the perpetrator and victims of bullying are counselled and 

continued support is provided to foster a harmonious relationship between both parties. 

This is just one example from the UK that illustrates the success of anti-bullying 

strategies in mitigating aggressive behaviours and protecting potential victims from 

harm. Saudi Arabia should emulate such strategies, because the ones being used by the 
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teachers are based on previous personal experience and there is no evidence to show 

that they are working.  

In conclusion, this theme reveals important details about the effectiveness of 

interventions that can be used to deal with bullying at school. It has been found that 

the participants tend to shy away from handling bullying incidents at school. This 

reluctance is exacerbated by a lack of workable policies that would enable them to 

evaluate the situation and then choose and apply the most appropriate strategies. The 

implication is that, unlike in the West where policies are working, Saudi Arabia is a 

long way behind in this process.  

Theme 6: Identification of the characteristics of bullies and victims of 
bullying (The character of the bully and victim) 

The sixth theme to emerge from the thematic analysis relates to the characteristics of 

bullies and victims of bullying. It was found that although the participants 

demonstrated that they could recognise some of the characteristics of school bullying, 

they were not conscious of the subtle difference between bullying and other 

misbehaviour in the school environment, due to their tendency to use their own 

experiences when categorising problematic behaviours among students. This indicates 

that the identification of bullying behaviours by teachers, principals, and social 

workers is unreliable. Participants appear to be uncertain about what characterises 

bullying. Teachers and adults need to be able to characterise behaviours as either 

bullying or normal behaviours in order to intervene quickly and purposefully.  

 Skilful identification of bullying behaviours makes it easier for the adults to 

intervene. According to Cross, et al. (2011), some characteristics to look out for 

include antagonistic intent, inequity of power, and repetition. This means that 

behaviour that shows any or all of those characteristics should be characterised as 

bullying. However, responses from the participants suggest that there is a strong risk 

of not identifying bullying as such, due to lack of knowledge about what bullying 

behaviours actually are. Kazarian (2013) elucidates these characteristics by reiterating 

the arguments by Cross et al. (2011) that there must be a power imbalance and that the 

action must be repeated to be classified as bullying. Learners should therefore be 

monitored closely and any behaviour that is likely to harm others identified. In this 

case, the focus should be on how a power imbalance leads to misunderstanding 

between two or more learners and how long the harassment has been taking place 
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between the different individuals or groups of individuals. Teachers and social workers 

must develop competence in identification of behaviours that are harmful to the 

welfare of the other learners. Therefore, it is their duty to identify all the situations 

within the school environment that can promote or encourage bullying.  

There might be reasons that make it difficult for participants to immediately 

identify bullying and differentiate it from other behaviours. For instance, there is a 

difference in perception between Western and Eastern cultures. In relation to his study, 

Aoud (2012) found that certain perceptions of individuals from these two regions 

affect the characterisation of bullying. In the case of Saudi Arabia, Aoud (2012) found 

violence is regarded as a powerful tool used to resolve disputes between individuals 

and groups. This ingrained belief might underlie the failure of participants to 

characterise certain behaviours among students as bullying. This also implies that 

some detrimental behaviours by students might not be noticed by teachers or they 

might be noticed but not characterised as bullying. Ultimately, due to the failure by 

teachers to associate certain behaviours with bullying, it then becomes problematic 

because the behaviours worsen. This means schools should make efforts to enlighten 

and educate their staff about what bullying behaviours look like and how to identify 

them..  

The revelation that the study participants were unable to characterise certain 

behaviours as bullying means that the problem of bullying is not being addressed 

effectively in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, it would be appropriate for all teachers and 

social workers to take steps to define what characterises bullying, and which  

interventions could be considered to deal with it. Ultimately, an informed environment 

can be created where the cases are handled effectively from the outset. This can be 

achieved by considering what has succeeded in the West and applying it in the Saudi 

context.  

Theme seven: How participants can identify behaviours that characterise 
bullying (prevalence) 

Bullying is associated with various characteristics that an individual can easily 

recognise and link to the various actions exhibited by the perpetrators. In this theme, 

the intention of the research was to determine what the participants think about the 

behaviours that they believe to characterise bullying. Responses from the participants 

indicate that they had difficulty in pinpointing what constitutes bullying behaviour at 
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school, and they were unable to say whether bullying was taking place at school on a 

daily basis.  

There are many reasons why there is a problem in identifying bullying behaviours in 

Saudi Arabia. For instance, the Arabic word used for bullying, Tanmor, is not a 

specific term, rather it means ‘power’ and to ‘conquer’ others. The people in Saudi 

Arabia are not familiar with the Western definition of the term. Thus, any aggressive 

behaviour that they encounter among students is not classified as bullying but as 

having power over or conquering others. This argument is consistent with the findings 

by Aoud (2012) who stated that violence is often seen in Saudi Arabia as a dispute 

resolution tool. The same behaviour is perceived in both males and females, where 

such behaviour is termed as boyah in reference to a girl with behaviours that are 

considered more male (or what is referred to as being a ‘tomboy’ in English). In 

relation to this, tanmor is mainly understood as having control over others and is 

similar to the term fotooah, which means ultimate power over other people. Hence, 

since the participants are not aware of the technical term ‘bullying’, it has become 

quite problematic to identify certain behaviours as bullying. These sentiments are also 

confirmed by AlBuhairan, et al., 2011), who said that behaviours that characterise 

bullying have been normalised in the kingdom. This means that bullying can be taking 

place daily at school but the teachers and social workers may not identify it as bullying 

or see the need to address the issue urgently.  

Theoretical Framework for Understanding the Findings 

It is always necessary to link theories to research findings, especially if it is qualitative 

research. This section discusses the application of the theories reviewed in the 

literature to the findings of the study that took place in the Saudi context. Defining the 

relationship between the relevant theory and the findings of the study reveals the extent 

to which the issues can be viewed from a theoretical perspective, and whether the 

theory is applicable to the Saudi context as well as to the Western context. The 

underpinning theories include social learning theory, school standpoint, 

psychoanalytic theory, the transactional model of development, ecological theory of 

development, and rational-cultural theory.  
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Social learning theory 

The social learning theory was developed by Bandura to depict the learning process 

among children whereby their learning takes place by interacting with others and 

observing their actions (Bandura, 1978). In the process, the children observe the 

actions, behaviours, and the outcomes of the behaviours, and then attempt to apply the 

same behaviours through imitation. The relevance of this theory is that, through 

observation, young people can learn new behaviours irrespective of whether they are 

appropriate or not.  

There was no question in the study asking the participants to say whether they 

think bullying is a learned behaviour. However, it can be concluded that, just as in the 

West, there is a high risk that in the Saudi context children are motivated to engage in 

bullying behaviours as a result of exposure to violence and observation of violent 

incidents. It would then be important for the people tasked with the protection of 

children at school to enact policies and develop environments that do not condone 

violence. Interventions taken during the child’s early stages of development will be 

more likely to be successful. Ultimately, it is a prerequisite that Saudi schools should 

apply the concept of early intervention to prevent the spread of undesirable behaviour 

to the rest of the students in the same school. However, it might be problematic to curb 

the problem, especially when the children are exposed to violence outside school in 

other areas, such as at home and through the media.  

School standpoint theory 

The school standpoint theory maintains that the school’s social climate and 

environment also contribute to the problem of bullying at school. According to Astor, 

Guerra and Van Acker (2010), a school environment that does not foster student-

friendly rules and ensure that students follow the rules is responsible for fanning 

violence and acts of bullying. This means that schools, as social environments within 

which learners interact, must create an environment that enables the identification of 

devious behaviour. Disciplinary measures should thus be established in schools to 

ensure that the rules are followed and that the learners co-exist harmoniously. This 

aspect of the theory has been applied in Australia and the UK, where adequate policies 

have been put into place to safeguard school-going children from being bullied. The 

policies in these Western contexts ensure that a secure school environment is created 

whereby the learners interact positively with each other. However, this approach has 
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not been effective in the Saudi context due to weak laws and anti-bullying policies in 

the schools. There are various factors that contribute to the problem of bullying in 

Saudi Arabia an important one of which is the absence of functional legislation to 

combat the problem of bullying in schools.  

The findings of this research indicate that there is a positive relationship between 

school standpoint theory and bullying in Saudi Arabia. For instance, according to the 

findings, most of the participants believed that addressing the problem of bullying is 

not as relevant as protecting the reputation of their schools. This means that the 

teachers and social workers in Saudi schools shy away from the notion of creating a 

school environment that will eliminate bullying. Educators’ failure to act is a major 

contributory factor in the escalation of bullying in Saudi schools. Another finding that 

corroborates the relevance of this theory to the situation in in Saudi schools is that the 

teachers are not even capable of identifying cases of bullying that take place at school 

on a daily basis. Participants stated that they are unable to recognise bullying as such 

and to differentiate it from other behaviours. As a result, the schools are creating an 

environment where there is little concern about bullying, a factor that will definitely 

lead to a situation where interventions to prevent bullying are completely absent. The 

issues are likely to be further complicated as cases of bullying are likely to rise 

exponentially if the problem is left unattended for long. To ensure that the children are 

kept in a safe environment devoid of bullying, teachers and social workers should be 

educated about bullying behaviours and intervene as soon as possible whenever they 

notice such behaviours.  

Psychoanalytic theory  

Analysis of this theory in terms of two main factors, aggression and attachment, is 

relevant for understanding how bullying takes place between individuals or groups of 

people. This, according to Morris (2001), is an essential theory that enhances an 

understanding of all human behaviour, but especially, in this context, behaviours that 

relate to socialisation. As earlier discussed in the literature, the mental effects of 

bullying on the victims is significant, and includes anxiety, depression, and low self-

esteem (Cook et al., 2010).  

As mentioned earlier, bullying causes serious psychological issues in the 

affected individuals in the West, which will also apply in the East, where the topic has 

not been fully explored. There might be unreported cases of mental issues arising from 
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bullying in Saudi Arabia, although they have not been scientifically proven through 

empirical research. As stated by Kazarian (2013), there are no prevalence studies on 

the issue to confirm whether there is a positive relationship between bullying and 

psychological problems among victims. There is the need to understand how the theory 

relates with bullying in Saudi Arabia and to confirm its viability. In the Western world 

it has already been confirmed to be essential to the understanding of aggression and 

the psychological effects of bullying on learners. It can only be assumed that, since 

human behaviours are universal, focus should be directed on the Saudi students to 

determine how bullying affects them psychologically. The current study did not focus 

on the relationship between bullying and the mental states of affected learners.  

Transactional model of child development  

There is the need to contextualise the transactional model of child development to the 

Saudi environment. In this theory, the home environment to which a child is exposed 

impacts on that child’s development. According to Georgiou (2008), parenting style 

has an indirect impact on both bullies and their victims. This means that children 

practise certain behaviours based on their experiences of the same behaviours in their 

families. Most studies on this theory, and how it is linked to bullying, have been 

conducted in the West to suit the Western context; hence, it needs to be revised to fit 

the Saudi Arabian context.  

In previous arguments it has been stated that violence has become normalised in 

Saudi Arabia as the most effective dispute resolution approach; it has been observed 

even beyond peer-to-peer interactions, because even teachers can be targeted 

(AlQahtani, 2008; Alzahrani, 2012). Some of the participants’ responses also indicate 

that they are not fully committed to eliminating bullying behaviours, whether imitated 

from parents or learned from their peers at school. This means that the problem is 

getting out of hand in the kingdom, and there is a need to identify its root cause. Is 

there a likelihood that Saudi children are exposed to violent environments both at home 

and at school? In relation to the theory, it would be useful for learners to be monitored 

and their family relationships explored. Determining whether learners are exposed to 

violence at home is a precept of social learning theory, which posits that behaviours 

are learned through observation and interaction with perpetrators. Family observation 

might be problematic in Saudi Arabia but it would be useful to view the bullying 

problem from the perspective of this theory. More efforts should be made to determine 
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how children relate with their parents, and how the behaviours of their parents impact 

on their psychological development to turn them either into bullies or victims of 

bullying.  

Ecological theory of development 

The environment in which an individual lives and interacts with others impacts their 

behaviour. The ecological theory of development is mainly about the impact of the 

different environmental systems (mesosystem, microsystem, exosystem and 

macrosystem) on the people who interact within those environments (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). The microsystem of bullies includes their immediate surroundings, such as their 

homes. This means that they are more likely to replicate any act of violence that they 

experience at home and apply the same at school on their peers. As mentioned above, 

it may be relevant to focus on the family environment to understand what Saudi 

children experience at home behind closed doors, and whether the violent behaviours 

they display at school have been nurtured at home.  

The other aspect of the ecological theory of development by Bronfenbrenner is the 

exosystem, which refers to the system outside the immediate surroundings of an 

individual. In the case of bullies in Saudi Arabia, we need to study this system because 

most of the bullying incidents that occur in schools are directly related to the school 

environment. For instance, the findings of the study indicate that teachers are not 

concerned with mitigating bullying at school, and that the school environment is not 

willing to put in place key measures and policies to combat the problem of bullying. 

This can be interpreted to mean that the school environment, which is the main 

exosystem of consideration in this case, is not effective in eliminating the problem. 

This also implies that bullying incidents are more likely to continue taking place at 

school because the behaviour has been accepted and normalised. This is contrary to 

the situation in the West, where educators have realised that the school environment 

can be developed in such a way that it becomes difficult for learners to engage in 

bullying behaviours. This argument is evidenced by the initial discussions on the 

policies that have been developed specifically to deal with bullying in the UK and 

Australian schools.  

Applying this theory to the Saudi context is not complicated but its application 

is likely to meet some sort of resistance, especially as a result of an unwillingness to 

recognise bullying as deviant behaviour. In fact, the teachers in Saudi schools should 
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be capable of identifying the characteristics of bullying and should be able to solve the 

problems effectively. They should first create an environment that fosters cohesion, 

and then seek to identify the probable causes of bullying behaviour at school. At the 

end of the process, there should be positive outcomes that would enhance cohesion 

among the learners and eliminate aggression. This should be accompanied by 

developing a school environment that is sociable, to boost positive interactions among 

learners and ensure that aggression is minimised to the fullest extent. However, 

whether or not this outcome will be attained in the Saudi context is still uncertain.  

Relational-cultural theory  

In the relational-cultural theory, Jordan (2010) argued that children create relational 

images by internalising the extent to which they associate or dissociate from other 

people in their environment. In relation to this theory, children have different 

expectations related to what they think about the interactions that they have with each 

other. This means that only the positive behaviours are relevant to them; any negative 

behaviours experienced during their relationships with others is not conducive to the 

maintenance of positive relationships. This theory depicts the complexities that exist 

in the process of forming relationships. The relationships created should be growth-

fostering, and should be characterised by a sense of energy, increased feeling of worth, 

clarity, productivity, and the desire by an individual to gain more connection for 

functional benefits. In such instances, it is expected that people should grow towards 

positive development, enhance their worth, and be able to benefit from each other by 

gaining from positive change. Furthermore, the role of gender is of particular interest 

when used as a lens for viewing the interactions between culture and personal 

relationships (Pepler et al., 2006). This is because cultural norms and relational 

disconnection are mainly dependent on the gender of an individual. For example, the 

sexual orientation of individuals plays an important role in developing relationships or 

disconnections among school-going children. This theory could be relevant to the 

Saudi environment, although it has not been fully explored in that context. Also, the 

participants were not asked about the relationship between gender and bullying 

incidents in their schools.  

However, even though the question of gender and culture was not posed to the 

participants to determine how relationships are affected, and how they might lead to 

bullying, it is intuitive to assert that the theory affects the relationships between 
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schoolchildren to some extent. It cannot be assumed without question that homophobic 

views and sexual harassment are factors in the incidence of bullying in Saudi Arabia, 

as articulated by Episelege et al. (2012), because there is a lack of empirical evidence 

regarding the extent to which disconnections in relationships at school lead to bullying. 

However, it is evident from the findings that the teachers who participated in the study 

are not committed to ensuring that the relationships among learners are built on growth 

and strength. The teachers seem to be dissociated with the learners, while the social 

workers who were interviewed asserted that they could not identify behaviours that 

characterise bullying among the children attending the schools in which they work. 

This then confirms that the theory cannot be fully contextualised to the Saudi 

environment to explain bullying among learners.  

Limitations  

The limitations faced in the study were mainly methodological. The initial limitation 

was there is a lack of significant amounts of literature on school bullying in Saudi 

Arabia. This means that the background of the research was developed on the existing 

limited research in the Saudi context, which means that there was overreliance on 

literature from the Western context that might not be readily applicable in the Saudi 

context. The other limitation of this study included the low response rate, and sampling 

issues. First, although the researcher was pleased with the generally high level of 

response, it is not 100%, which means that the required data was not fully acquired for 

all research questions and responses. Additionally, in relation to sampling, the sample 

does not include schools from other areas of Saudi Arabia, such as more rural areas or 

places with different socioeconomic backgrounds. This limitation implies that the 

findings cannot be generalised to the rest of the population in Saudi Arabia. Finally, 

the researcher would have liked to interview teachers from all of the schools, but due 

to time constraints and practical considerations (i.e. final exams), this was not possible. 

This then means that the information that was collected could have been more 

comprehensive had there been involvement of a larger number of teachers. Thus, the 

small sample size limited the generalizability of the research findings. The researcher 

needed to collect diverse views from more participants to enhance the reliability and 

credibility of the findings.  
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Summary of Findings 

Some key points emerge from the findings of the research. The first point is that the 

participants who were interviewed in the study did not have any idea about what 

bullying is or about the behaviours that characterise bullying. This factor contributed 

directly to the creation of an environment that encourages bullying as opposed to 

creating an environment that marginalises and limits bullying. To some extent, lack of 

knowledge made the participants prefer to rely on their own personal values and 

interventions instead of using professional values and applying a formal policy. Lastly, 

there is a lack of appropriate policies in Saudi Arabia that would help in the mitigation 

of the problem. Thus, it is unfortunately more than likely that school bullying will 

continue to be experienced in Saudi Arabia if measures are not taken to stamp out the 

behaviour. Measures such as anti-bullying policies should be developed and applied 

in Saudi Arabia as a matter of urgency.  

Recommendations  

o A committee be established by the Education Department and given the 

task of auditing the schools to determine why the teachers are not aware 

of bullying instances, and the reasons for their failure to respond to the 

observed bullying incidents. 

o That this committee review the current policies on school bullying to 

determine their effectiveness and any areas of weakness that might be 

improved.  

o New legislation be drafted, in consultation with policy makers, to 

develop policies that are workable and can lead to the mitigation of 

bullying at school.  

o Any new policies be replicated in all Saudi schools, and later subjected 

to assessment and auditing to determine their efficacy in addressing the 

school bullying problem. 

o Education sessions be conducted to inform the teachers about the 

characteristics of bullies and the behaviours that can be categorised as 

bullying.  

o Evidence-based modes of interventions should also be explained during 

the educator training sessions to equip the teachers with adequate 

knowledge and skills on how to handle the problem. 
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o Students, as well as teachers, should be taught about the dangers of 

bullying, and why it is necessary for students to positively coexist with 

each other at school in a cohesive and sociable manner.  

o Parents of school children should also be involved in educational 

sessions about bullying to assist in the identification and mitigation of 

bullying.  

Future Research  

The above limitations may have potentially affected the generalisability of the study 

due to the small sample size that might not be a valid representation of the whole Saudi 

population. In relation to this, future research into bullying in Saudi Arabia should 

address these issues more exhaustively to enhance the credibility of the findings. 

Future research needs to activate greater professional commitment towards 

considering all sides of the problem, to ensure the research is scientifically based.  

Furthermore, future research should focus on types of policies that would be 

valid to address bullying in schools, as well as how to roll out the policies to all 

employees in educational institutions. This might be in form of training programs, role 

play and seminars. The teachers should be actively involved in the identification and 

prevention of bullying incidents, which has been identified by this study as a problem 

in Saudi Arabia.  

The results of this study suggest that the definition of term ‘bullying’ needs to be 

clearer to all school teachers and students. This study therefore proposes the 

establishment of further research to educate the school members about bullying and its 

characteristics and what distinguishes it from other school problems. It would also be 

important for future research to test the applicability and effectiveness of anti-bullying 

policies in some Saudi schools.  

This research applied a qualitative design; however, future research could apply mixed 

methods or a quantitative approach for the purpose of empirically investigating the 

topic, to quantify the extent to which bullying has affected the Saudi schooling system. 

The quantification could examine the extent to which the identified anti-bullying 

policies have been successful in mitigating the behaviour. This will also be in line with 

investigating the relationship between bullying and school performance, which cannot 

be analysed qualitatively but could be analysed quantitatively. Furthermore, by 
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applying the quantitative approach, a larger sample size could be recruited, which 

would also enhance the generalisability of the findings.  

It would also be important for future researchers to consider including 

observation as a prime research approach, to collect first-hand data from the school 

environment regarding interactions among the learners. Through observation of the 

learners in their natural environment, it would be possible to identify the behaviours 

that characterise bullying among Saudi learners. The actions and reactions of the 

teachers could also be observed to determine whether they are consistent in addressing 

the issue of school bullying in an appropriate manner according to the adopted anti-

bullying policies.  
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• Information sheet for focus group. 

• Consent form for participation in research for interview. 

• Consent form for participation in research for focus group. 
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• Letter of introductions to: 
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 Teacher  

 Social worker (student advisor). 

 

• Letters to school  

• Arabic translations 
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APPENDIX D 
Number of Social Workers in 

Government and Private Schools in 
the city of Mecca 
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private 
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public 
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Educational 
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Students wellbeing 
support 

Non-
speci
alties 

Speci
alized 

Non-
speci
alties 

Speci
alized 

Ph
.D
. 

Ma
ster 

Bac
helo

r 

Dipl
oma 
in 

Guid
ance 

So
cia
l 

wo
rk 

Psych
ology 

Soci
olog

y 

Oth
ers 
(tea
cher

) 

5 99 365 188 2 27 376 123 13 11 14 365 
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