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Abstract
Despite the expanding body of research on school bullying and interventions, knowledge is limited on what teachers should 
do to identify, prevent, and reduce bullying. This systematic literature review provides an overview of research on the role 
of primary school teachers with regard to bullying and victimization. A conceptual framework was developed in line with 
the Theory of Planned Pehavior, which can serve in further research to facilitate research in investigating the prevention 
and reduction of bullying. Different elements of this framework were distinguished in categorizing the literature: teachers’ 
knowledge, attitudes, perceived subjective norms, and self-efficacy, which impacted subsequently the likelihood to inter-
vene, used strategies and programs, and ultimately the bullying prevalence in the classroom. In total, 75 studies complied to 
the inclusion criteria and were reviewed systematically. The Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment was used to assess the 
quality of each study, leading to 25 papers with an adequate research design that were discussed in more detail. The approach 
in this review provides a framework to combine studies on single or multiple elements of a complex theoretical model of 
which only some parts have been empirically investigated.
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Teachers’  Role in Bullying

Over the previous decades, there has been an increased 
research interest in school bullying (Volk et al., 2017). Bully-
ing has been defined as systematic, intentional, goal-directed 
aggression toward victims who are physically or socially 

weaker than the bully or bullies. Bullying often occurs in 
schools out of teachers’ sight, for example on the playground 
or in the lunchroom (Bradshaw et al., 2007; Veenstra et al., 
2014), and is therefore difficult for teachers to detect. How-
ever, even when bullying occurs in their sight, teachers often 
fail to take action (Craig et al., 2000a; Veenstra et al., 2014), 
although their responses have an important effect on prevent-
ing and reducing bullying (Migliaccio, 2015; Sokol et al., 
2016; van Verseveld et al., 2019). It is therefore important 
to know which individual and contextual features play a 
role in how teachers can identify and intervene in bullying 
effectively.

To date, an overarching framework is missing in research 
on teachers’ characteristics and behavior in relation to bully-
ing (Oldenburg et al., 2015; Yoon & Bauman, 2014), but it 
would contribute to the development of more effective and 
tailored coaching and support for teachers. We aimed to fill  
this gap by, first, providing a systematic overview of the  
literature addressing the role of teachers’ characteristics and 
behaviors in identifying, preventing, and reducing bullying  
in primary school. Second, we intended to develop a theoret-
ical framework by extending the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(Ajzen, 2012), that could benefit future research on teachers’ 
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role in tackling bullying. We assessed all reviewed studies on 
their quality by using the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assess-
ment Scale, which provided insight in the generalizability  
of findings.

Our review focused on primary school teachers. Most 
literature on bullying has focused on primary education, 
and many anti-bullying programs have been developed and 
tested in primary schools. Furthermore, the context of pri-
mary schools and the effectiveness in tackling bullying dif-
fers from secondary education (Yeager et al., 2015), with 
less frequent contact with students and changing class com-
positions depending on students’ specialization or subject 
choices. This potentially changes teachers’ ability to identify 
and observe bullying incidents, and also the extent to which 
they can influence or alter the situation.

Theory of Planned Behavior Applied 
to Teachers’ Anti‑Bullying Behavior

The theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991, 2012) 
is an action model based on the theory of reasoned action 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), and helps to understand and pre-
dict changes in human social behavior based on the assump-
tion that human behavior is reasonable. According to TPB, 
there is a certain sequence where individual factors affect 
humans’ attitudes toward behavior, their subjective norms, 
and their perceived behavioral control. Subsequently, these 
elements influence someone’s intention of behavior and 
finally ends in the display of actual behavior (Ajzen, 2012).

Applying the framework to teachers’ anti-bullying efforts, 
we can also distinguish these different elements, which are 
depicted in Fig. 1. The first element concerns attitudes, 

which refer to teachers’ attitudes toward bullying interven-
tions, with the underlying beliefs of taking bullying seri-
ously and having empathy with victims (van Verseveld et al., 
2019). It is assumed that the more teachers take bullying 
seriously and have empathy with victims, the more they are 
inclined to intervene, and might therefore also be more posi-
tive about intervening. Research included in the review indi-
cated that teachers are more likely to intervene when they 
consider bullying as serious and less normative and when 
they have empathy with victims (e.g., Dedousis-Wallace 
et al., 2014; Yoon, 2004).

The second element concerns perceived behavioral control 
and refers to self-efficacy. Higher self-efficacy was shown to 
result in more perseverance and performance (Ajzen, 2012). 
In line with this, a positive relation was expected and found 
between teachers’ self-efficacy and the likelihood to inter-
vene (e.g., Dedousis-Wallace et al., 2014; Yoon et al., 2016).

The third element is the subjective norms, which are defined 
as teachers’ perceptions of how important others, such as the 
principal and colleagues, would rate their behavior. Teachers 
can perceive these normative beliefs as social pressure to which 
they want to comply, which guides their intentional behavior. 
For teachers, the norms and actions of their colleagues and 
principal are expected to be important for comfort to inter-
vene (O’Brennan et al., 2014), implementation fidelity (e.g., 
Cunningham et al., 2016), and bullying prevalence (Roland & 
Galloway, 2004). Participation in an anti-bullying program or 
school policies on bullying also shape prevailing norms and 
expectations in the school; for instance, by influencing the 
likelihood to intervene (Benítez et al., 2009).

In addition to the three previously mentioned elements, 
we propose that a fourth element is important, teachers’ 
knowledge, that relates to the other elements, and influences 

Individual predictor variables
� Sex

� Pre- or in-service

� Years of teaching experience

� General

� At this school 

� Personal bullying history 

� Training participation

Knowledge
� General bullying & each type
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� Consequences 

Behavioral 
intention
Likelihood to 

Intervene 

Attitudes
� Anti-bullying attitudes  

� Seriousness 

� Empathy 

Subjective norms
� Principal support 

� Colleague support

� Cooperation

� School climate, anti-bullying 

program or -policy 

Bullying Prevalence 
Measured by: 

� Teachers’ self-reports 

� Children’s self-reports 

and peer nominations 

Behavioral Control
� Self-efficacy

� Internal & external 

attribution
Strategies
1. Work with bully 

2. Work with victim

3. Discipline bully

4. Enlist other adults

5. Ignore 

6. Work with the group 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model on teachers’ role in identifying, preventing and reducing bullying
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teachers’ likelihood to intervene (Dedousis-Wallace et al., 
2014) and their actual behavior. Before being able to inter-
vene, teachers must know about bullying as a phenomenon 
(Allen, 2010), its types and consequences, and about its 
prevalence in their classroom. Hence, we added knowledge 
to the model at the same prediction level for intention to 
intervene as attitudes, perceived behavioral control, and sub-
jective norms (see Fig. 1).

According to the TPB, these elements together influence 
the intention of behavior, in this case, teachers’ likelihood 
to intervene, which forms the precedent for actual behavior, 
referring to using strategies to tackle bullying or applying 
elements of anti-bullying programs or policies. However, to 
study teachers’ effectiveness in tackling bullying, the bul-
lying prevalence in the classroom can be considered as the 
final outcome, that indicates whether bullying reduction or 
prevention in class is achieved by the displayed behavior 
of the teacher. We, therefore, added bullying prevalence as 
outcome in our theoretical framework, see Fig. 1.

Even though TPB is a thoroughly tested theory in other 
fields, such as health sciences and health-related behavior, 
its relation to teachers’ bullying intervention behavior is 
rather limited (Hawley & Williford, 2015). Several studies 
argued that the TPB may be relevant for understanding the 
potential role of teacher self-efficacy and attitudinal change 
in predicting their intentions and behaviors to tackle bul-
lying (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2019a; Gregus et al., 2017; 
Hawley & Williford, 2015; MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; 
van Verseveld et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2011). However, no 
previous study tested the framework as a whole and applied 
it to teachers in relation to bullying. Through this system-
atic review, we investigated the extent to which research on 
teachers’ role in tackling bullying can be classified accord-
ing to the conceptual framework based on the TPB and 
identified potential research caveats and avenues for further 
research.

Method

Databases and Search Strategies

Articles that were included were found through the elec-
tronic databases of SocINDEX, PsycINFO, and ERIC. These 
bibliographic databases contain high-quality peer-reviewed 
research in sociology, psychology, and educational sciences 
and cover the relevant specific and cross-disciplinary litera-
ture in each field. At the start of the search, the determined 
key terms were “bullying,” “teacher,” and “victimization.” 
Because variations of each search term can be used in titles 
or keywords, (e.g., bullying, bully, bullies) an asterisk was 
used to enlarge search terms: bull*, teach*, and victimize*. 
Each database contains a list with so-called subject terms 

(also known as search terms or key identifiers). Journal 
articles with “victimization” in British spelling in their title 
or abstract were linked to the subject term “victimization” 
in American spelling in all databases. As the subject term 
“victim(s)” was linked to victims of crime or abuse, and not 
to victims of bullying, we lengthened the search term “vic-
tim” to “victimize*” in all databases. In all three databases 
two cross-searches were performed; the first search focused 
on “bull* AND teach*.” The second search was performed 
with the combination “victimize* AND teacher*” in Psy-
cINFO, and with the combination “(victims of bullying) 
AND teach*” in SocINDEX and ERIC, as these were sug-
gested subject terms commonly used in these search engines.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

We included articles that were published until February 
2022. No restrictions were imposed to the geographic area 
where the research was carried out, nor to the publication 
year. To ascertain the methodological quality of included 
literature, articles had to be peer-reviewed and published 
in a scientific journal and be available in English. Other 
formats, such as books or book chapters, were excluded. 
For inclusion, it was important that the study comprised 
(i) primary school teachers; (ii) qualitative or quantitative 
empirical data on teachers (articles exclusively focusing on 
children were excluded); (iii) teachers’ characteristics and/
or behavior with regard to bullying; and (iv) general bullying 
(articles solely focused on, for example, minority bullying, 
such as sexual- or identity-related, weight-related bullying, 
or school shootings were excluded).

Paper Selection

Figure 2 presents a Prisma flow chart (Silva et al., 2017), vis-
ualizing the identification and selection process for the inclu-
sion of articles. The “bully* AND teach*” search resulted in 
585 hits in SocINDEX, 899 hits in PsycINFO, and 1329 hits 
in ERIC, whereas the second search, with “victimiz*AND 
teach*,” revealed 76, 1790, and 186 hits, respectively.

In the following step, articles were selected when they 
seemed to meet the inclusion criteria based on the title, and, 
in case of doubt, the abstract. The articles selected during 
the first search were marked in the hits of the second search, 
enabling us to prevent duplicates within the same database. 
This resulted in the selection of 60 articles in SocINDEX, 
100 in PsycINFO, and 111 results in ERIC for the search on 
bullying and teachers, and 6, 11, and 12 results in the search 
on victimization and teachers. After removing duplicates in 
the different databases (33 articles) 234 articles remained.

Three researchers, who selected articles by reading the 
title and abstract, reviewed the list of 234 articles indepen-
dently in order to assess if they met the inclusion criteria. 
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Consensus was reached for 202 publications. The three 
researchers read and discussed the remaining 32 articles, 
and then made a final decision. Of the 234 articles, 107 arti-
cles did not meet the inclusion criteria because they lacked 
empirical teacher data in primary education or did not have 
data in relation to classroom bullying. An additional 52 pub-
lications were excluded after reading the content of the pub-
lication, when it appeared they did not include teacher data 
or solely focused on teachers from middle, secondary, or 
high school, or only had teacher reports about student behav-
ior, but not about themselves in relation to bullying. Further-
more, three papers focused on externalizing or aggressive 
behavior of which bullying was only a small part, two papers 

concerned bullying between teachers and students, and one 
study concerned a meta-analysis of which some studies were 
already included. These studies were therefore excluded. The 
final selection contained 75 studies.

In discussing the studies we first identified study- and 
teacher- characteristics of all 75 studies, and categorized all 
studies according to the TPB framework. In the next step, 
we assessed the quality of the studies and only included 
studies in the discussion of results that scored six or more 
points on a 10-point scale of the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality 
Assessment Scale (Wells et al., 2013), resulting in 25 stud-
ies. These studies scored adequately on selection (such as 
representation and sample size), comparability (controlling 

Fig. 2   PRISMA flowchart con-
cerning the selection of articles
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for important factors), and outcome (assessment and ade-
quate statistical testing) and are therefore more suitable for 
generalization. For that reason, we discuss these studies in 
more detail. The reasons for omitting classification stars in 
the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment allow us to iden-
tify potential caveats in this research field.

Results

Study Characteristics

Table 1 presents the characteristics of the 75 included articles. 
The first article was published in 1997 and the latest in 2021. 
The increasing attention for bullying and intervention programs 

is reflected in an increase in articles concerning the role of pri-
mary school teachers in bullying. Most articles were published 
in psychological and educational journals, and conducted in the 
USA, followed by the UK, Canada, and Australia. About 35% 
of the articles originated from non-English countries.

Methodologically, most articles are concerned with cross-
sectional research (see Table 2). In 26 of the 66 cross-sectional 
articles, data were analyzed with comparing means between 
groups, and 13 articles used regression models. The remaining 
articles used either simple analysis such as t-tests, structural 
equation modeling, or were cross-sectional articles using qual-
itative methods, which were also used in one longitudinal and 
one mixed-methods study. Thirteen articles had less than 50 
respondents, 25 articles had between 50 and 149 respondents, 
and 37 articles included over 150 respondents.

Table 1   Paper characteristics

Publication year Journal area Country

n % n % n %
 < 2000 1 1 Psychology (educational ~) 37 49 USA 29 39
2000–2005 7 9 Education 23 31 UK 8 11
2006–2010 11 15 School violence 5 7 Canada 7 9
2011–2015 24 32 Sociology 2 3 Australia 5 7
2016–2020 28 37 School health 8 11 26 25
 > 2021 4 5 The Netherlands (5 times), Finland (4 times), Austria, Germany (3 

times), Italy, Norway, Turkey (twice), Bangladesh, Czech Republic, 
South-Korea, Spain, Chinese Taipei (once)

Table 2   Methodological 
characteristics

a CS cross-sectional, L longitudinal, MM mixed methods

Study design Type of analysisa Sample size of 
teachers

n % n % n %
Cross-sectional (CSa) 66 88 CS: ANOVA/MANOVA/MANCOVA 26 35  < 50 13 17
Longitudinal (La) 4 5 CS: regression models 13 17 50–149 25 33
Mixed methods (MMa) 3 4 CS: SEM and latent profile analysis 4 5 150–500 22 29
Quasi-experimental 2 3 CS: simple analysis (t-test, correlation, 

chi-square, descriptives)
7 9  > 500 15 20

CS: qualitative 10 13
CS: other (e.g., discrete choice analysis) 3 4
L: regression (1 multilevel analysis) 6 8
L: qualitative 2 3
MM: multidimensional scaling 1 1
MM: descriptives and qualitative 2 3
Quasi-experimental: ANOVA 1 1



129International Journal of Bullying Prevention (2024) 6:124–137	

1 3

Teacher Characteristics

Table 3 presents the characteristics of the teachers in the 
included studies. In most articles, the mean age was not 
provided or only broadly referred to. In 29 articles, teach-
ers’ mean age was between 20 and 49 years. In almost all 
articles, the majority of the teachers was female, often even 
more than 70%, which reflects the sex distribution of teach-
ers in western countries. In seven articles, the teachers were 
in (pre-service) training and did not have any work experi-
ence yet. In six articles, the average teaching experience was 
less than 10 years, often due to the inclusion of pre-service 
or recently started teachers. Most articles included in-service 
teachers, three articles combined pre- and in-service teachers 
and some articles also included non-teaching school staff or 
students for comparison with teachers in their study.

Although an inclusion criterion was that articles com-
prised primary school teachers, some articles covered mul-
tiple teacher groups, ranging from kindergarten to primary, 
middle, or high schools. In total, 27 articles focused on pri-
mary school teachers only, whereas 41 articles focused on 
both primary and secondary school teachers. Seven studies 
with pre-service teachers were not categorized (Table 4).

Lastly, 20 articles focused on teachers that participated 
in an anti-bullying program or training. In 2 articles, part of 
the sample worked with an anti-bullying program, whereas 
the other part did not.

Quality Assessment

In order to weight the findings from different studies in dif-
ferent domains, and to prevent a distortion of the summary 
effect, a quality assessment of all papers was carried out 
according to the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment 
Scale (NOS). The NOS intends to assess the quality of cross-
sectional studies by assigning a maximum of 10 stars to each 
study, by focusing on three categories: selection and repre-
sentativeness of the study (max. 5 stars), the comparability 
based on design and analysis (max. 2 stars), and the outcome 
(max. 3 stars). A study is considered poor if it scores below 
5 stars, and/or 1 criterion is not met, or two criteria are 
unclear. Studies with 5–6 stars are considered fair quality, in 
case there is no important limitation that invalidates results. 

Finally, studies with more than six stars, and that meet all 
criteria, are considered being of good quality (McPheeters 
et al., 2012). In assessing the studies, we noticed that some 
studies did not provide explicit information on all criteria. 
In case of lacking information, no stars were assigned to the 
study on that criterium. As only 9 studies scored 7 stars or 
more, indicating good quality (see Appendix for a detailed 
overview), we decided to also include 13 studies that scored 
6 stars. Of these 13 studies, 11 scored on all three catego-
ries, indicating at least fair quality, whereas two studies with 
6 stars did not score on comparability (Cunningham et al., 
2019b (22); Haataja et al., 2015 (36)).

From the 75 studies, 25 studies used an acceptable sam-
pling method, but almost all studies lacked information on 
the comparison with nonrespondents, which may point to a 
self-selection bias. Especially studies where teachers could 
volunteer to fill out an online questionnaire they received 
through their employer or labor union might include a biased 
sample. For the comparability criterion, only four studies 
scored two stars and thus controlled for the most important 
factor (e.g., gender or teaching experience) and additional 
factors. However, 41 studies controlled at least for the most 
important factor. Finally, regarding the outcome criterion, 
most studies (62) scored at least two stars, often through 
using self-reports and using clear statistical tests. However, 
as almost all studies used teacher self-reports as main infor-
mation in their study, there must be awareness that teachers’ 
answers can be subject to social desirability and thus present 
some information bias. To provide transparency in the qual-
ity assessment, a more detailed description of studies and 
their quality assessment can be found in the supplementary 
material Table S1.

Table 3   Participants’ 
characteristics

Average age Sex (% female) Work-experience Service

n % n % n % n %
20–29 7 9  < 60% 4 5 0 years 7 9 Pre-service 7 9
30–39 4 5 60–69% 6 8 1–10 years 6 8 In-service 65 87
40–49 18 24 70–79% 21 28  > 10 years 17 23 Both 3 4
Age–range 8 11  > 80% 29 39 Categories/range 8 11
Unknown 38 51 Unknown 15 20 Unknown 37 49

Table 4   School characteristics

School type Anti-bullying program

n % n %
Primary school 27 36 Specific program 20 27
Primary and 

Secondary 
school

41 55 Variation in programs and 
received training among 
participants

2 3

NA 7 9 No program or unknown 53 71
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The remaining 50 studies are less representative for the 
larger teacher population. If we would discuss all findings in 
detail, it would distort the distinction in weight (in particular 
in terms of generalizability) that should be assigned to each 
finding. However, Table 5 and the supplementary material 
include all studies, providing insight in the quality assess-
ment and an overview of all included research. Table 5 pro-
vides information on all studies concerning the outcome and 
predictor variables according to the theoretical framework.

Different Domains of Research

We categorized and discuss the literature according to the 
theoretical framework based on TPB as follows: The first 
elements are (1) knowledge and understanding of bullying; 
(2) attitudes toward (types of) bullying; (3) perceived sub-
jective norms; and (4) self-efficacy. These elements predict 
teachers’ (5a) likelihood to intervene, which predicts their 
actual behavior in the form of (5b) preferred and used strate-
gies, and (5c) program (-evaluations) and policies. The final 
outcome of the model refers to (6) bullying prevalence in 
the classroom related. The sequence is also shown in Fig. 1.

Table 5 displays the categorization of all 75 papers according 
to their outcome and predictor variables. The 25 studies with 
an asterisk scored six or more stars on the Newcastle–Ottawa 
Scale, indicating sufficient quality, and will therefore be dis-
cussed in the next paragraphs. The numbers correspond to the 
numbers in the table of Appendix, and are also mentioned in 
the citations in this result section.

Knowledge

Several studies focused on teachers’ knowledge of bully-
ing, its types and consequences, in relation to their gender, 
teacher status (i.e., whether they were pre- or in-service 
teacher), attitudes, received training, and type of bullying. 
However, none of these studies met the threshold of 6 or 
more stars on the Newcastle–Ottawa Scale (see Table 5 for 
more details).

Attitudes

Teachers’ attitudes refer to their perception of (different 
types of) bullying, and the extent to which they take inci-
dents seriously and have empathy with victims. Table 5 
shows that teachers’ attitudes are related to their likelihood 
to intervene and the use of intervention strategies. Teach-
ers with more than 20 years of service were more likely to 
think that children who bully out of the sight of teachers 
were unlikely to change, thereby placing the cause of bul-
lying outside their own influence (Barnes et al., 2012 (5)). 
Teachers were also compared to non-teaching school staff in 
their attitudes, and results indicated that teachers spent more 

time with students and more bully incidents were reported 
to them than to non-teaching staff (Bradshaw et al., 2013 
(15); A. Williford, 2015 (70)). Confidence in handling bul-
lying and the presence of positive mental representations of 
relationships, referring to the trust of teachers in significant 
others, were related positively to teachers’ prosocial peer 
beliefs (Garner, 2017 (33)). Furthermore, studies that scored 
less than 6 stars investigated teachers’ attitudes in relation to 
gender, teacher service, length of service, knowledge, self-
efficacy, received training, type of bullying, and situational 
attributes.

Perceived Subjective Norms

Perceived subjective norms refer to the teachers’ percep-
tion of how important others, such as the principal and their 
colleagues, think of their behavior. For instance, if teachers 
consider to intervene in a bullying situation by disciplining 
the bully and talking to the victim, they have assumptions of 
how colleagues think of this strategy, which affects the like-
lihood to perform this behavior. No studies so far were found 
that investigated this specific element with regard to bullying 
intervention and teacher behavior as an outcome variable, 
but it was used as a predictor variable (see also Table 5).

Self‑Efficacy

Teachers’ self-efficacy refers to the extent to which teachers 
perceive themselves as being able to tackle bullying in their 
classrooms. Greater staff-connectedness within the team, 
and being involved in bullying prevention efforts such as 
training and school-wide programs or policies, were posi-
tively related to self-efficacy (O’Brennan et al., 2014 (56)). 
Furthermore, teachers with higher perceptions of principal 
support also had higher levels of self-efficacy, specifically 
for working with bullies (Skinner et al., 2014 (61)). Finally, 
teachers’ self-efficacy was positively related to students, and 
especially victims’ self-esteem (van Aalst et al., 2021 (67)). 
No additional studies focused on teacher self-efficacy as an 
outcome variable.

Likelihood to Intervene

Research indicated that teachers were more likely to inter-
vene in physical than verbal bullying (Garner et al., 2013 
(32); Yoon et al., 2016 (75)), and, relatedly, in direct than 
indirect forms of bullying (Fischer & Bilz, 2019 (30)). One 
study found that teachers’ self-efficacy related positively to 
the likelihood to intervene for both primary and secondary 
school teachers (Duong & Bradshaw, 2013 (27)), whereas 
another study found that teachers were not influenced by 
their self-efficacy in reporting their responses to bully-
ing incidents (Yoon et al., 2016 (75)). Additional research 
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Table 5   Studies categorized according to their dependent and independent variables

*These studies scored 6 or more on the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale

Dependent variables

Independent  
variables

Main predictors (5a)  
Likelihood to 
Intervene

(5b) Strategies (5c) Anti-
bullying 
programs and 
policies

(6) Bullying 
prevalence

(1)  
Knowledge

(2)  
Attitudes

(3) Perceived 
subjective 
norms

(4) Self-
efficacy

Individual
  Gender 21, 50, 54 14, 17, 21, 

28, 52
21, 30*, 43 7*, 16*, 49, 

74, 75*
1*, 4* 58*

  Status (pre-/ 
in-service 
teacher, staff, 
parents)

17, 35, 48, 55 8, 14, 33*, 
35, 50, 
55, 70*

8 7* 38*

  Length of 
service

5* 61* 30* 7*, 16*, 74, 
75*

58*

  Personal  
bullying  
history

54 45 69

Main predictors
  (1) Knowledge 31, 57 63
  (2) Attitudes 47, 51, 53 26, 27*, 32*, 

40, 63, 71, 
72, 73

29, 36, 44, 
46*, 69

11, 23* 58*

  (4) Self-efficacy 5*, 8, 14, 
33*

67* 26, 27, 30*, 
34, 71, 72, 
73, 75*

46* 2, 18* 34

Contextual
  (3) Perceived 

subjective 
norms:

Principal/ 
colleague  
support

3 56*, 61* 22, 23*, 37* 60*

  (5b) Strategies 
used by 
teachers

55 68

  (5c) Received 
training/ 
work with  
AB-program

10, 19, 31, 64 13, 14, 64 56* 64 7*, 13 1*, 11, 18*, 
23*, 37*

20, 39*, 42

  Type of bullying 59 6, 9, 15*, 
26, 28, 
66, 73

21, 30*, 32, 
43, 73, 75*

75*

Situational 
attributes (i.e., 
exposure to 
bullying in 
classroom, self- 
reported burn- 
out, being helpful)

31, 41, 53 15*, 25, 
48, 66

24*, 49, 62 24*, 49, 62 22, 38*, 65 68
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indicated that 4% of the variance in the likelihood to inter-
vene was explained by teachers’ self-efficacy related to bul-
lying intervention (Fischer & Bilz, 2019 (30)).

Furthermore, teachers’ perception of bullying as a threat 
to their students was also related to a higher likelihood to 
intervene (Duong & Bradshaw, 2013 (27)). Some additional 
studies that scored less than 6 stars investigated teachers’ 
likelihood to intervene in relation to their gender, attitudes, 
self-efficacy, received training, and situational attributes, 
and can be found in Table 5 and the supplementary material.

Strategies

Roughly five strategies were mentioned that teachers can 
employ to tackle bullying: (1) work with bullies; (2) work 
with victims; (3) discipline bullies; (4) enlist other adults; 
and (5) ignore the incident (Bauman et al., 2008 (7); Burger 
et al., 2015 (16); Yoon et al., 2016 (75)). At the individual 
level, several elements affect teachers’ preferred strate-
gies: teachers who were victimized in their childhood were 
more likely to discipline bullies or enlist other adults, and 
male teachers were more likely to enlist others than female 
teachers (Yoon et al., 2016 (75)). However, other research 
indicated that females were more likely to work with bul-
lies, whereas males were more likely to ignore a bullying 
incident (Bauman et al., 2008 (7); Burger et al., 2015 (16)). 
When teachers perceived bullying as normative behavior, 
especially among boys, they were more likely to ignore the 
situation and expect male victims to cope with the problem 
on their own (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008 (44)). 
Teachers also used more authority-based interventions when 
they had more teaching experience and self-efficacy, and 
were more likely to encourage victims in being assertive 
when they had more empathy (Kollerová et al., 2021 (46)).

At the contextual level, higher perceived levels of bully-
ing at school, or having to deal more with bullying, resulted 
in teachers being more likely to involve students in their bul-
lying prevention strategies (Dake et al., 2004 (24)). Teachers 
who perceived their school climate as hostile were more 
likely to discipline bullies and less likely to involve other 
adults in handling the situation (Yoon et al., 2016 (75)). 
Several other studies focused on teachers’ strategies to tackle 
bullying, with gender, attitudes, received training, bullying 
type, and situational attributes as predictors (see Table 5 for 
more details).

Anti‑Bullying Programs and Policies

Teachers’ confidence and belief in anti-bullying programs 
and policies are other important elements that contribute to 
teachers’ intervention behavior. At the individual level, sex, 
implementation fidelity, teachers’ beliefs, and perceptions 

played a role. Female teachers attributed more importance to 
the anti-bullying program for their school, had more confi-
dence in the program, and used the provided literature better 
than male teachers, but were less likely to attend booster 
sessions (Ahtola et al., 2012 (1)). However, another study 
did not find any gender differences in working with an anti-
bullying program (Baraldsnes, 2020 (4)). Teachers’ percep-
tions can also play a role; the more teachers perceive the 
anti-bullying program to be important to their school, the 
more they attend training and meetings of the program and 
implement its elements (Haataja et al., 2015 (37)).

The more confidence teachers felt to implement an anti-
bullying program, in this case, the Olweus Bullying Preven-
tion Program, the more they attended school-level activities, 
such as attending the school kick-off event, participating 
in training, reading training materials, and attending staff 
discussion groups and booster trainings (Cecil & Molnar-
Main, 2015 (18)).

Contextually, the duration of the training was positively 
related to implementation fidelity among teachers. This higher 
implementation fidelity, in turn, was positively related to belief 
in the program and training participation (Haataja et al., 2015 
(37)). Another important element, which also is reflected in 
the TPB, is behavioral norms, or the perception of important 
others. Receiving sufficient principal support appeared to play 
an important role in implementing school-wide prevention 
programs (Haataja et al., 2015 (37)), but was also important 
for teachers when faced with confrontational students or par-
ents (Cunningham et al., 2019b (23)). Colleague support was 
another element mentioned as important for teachers’ partici-
pation in anti-bullying programs (Cunningham et al, 2019b 
(23)). Finally, school size and the relative number of suspen-
sions in a school were inversely related to self-reported imple-
mentation fidelity of a statewide anti-bullying policy (Hall 
& Chapman, 2018 (38)). Additional studies included self-
efficacy, received training, principal support, and situational 
attributes in their investigation of anti-bullying programs and 
policy implementations (see Table 5 for more details).

Bullying Prevalence

Bullying prevalence is the final outcome discussed in the 
literature on the role of teachers in bullying and refers to 
the level of bullying in the classroom, often measured by 
students’ self-reported bullying and victimization with 
questions based on the Olweus Bully/Victim questionnaire 
(Oldenburg et al., 2015 (58); Olweus, 1996). Self-reported 
bullying prevalence was higher in classrooms with teach-
ers who attributed bullying to external causes, outside their 
control (Oldenburg et al., 2015 (58)).

With regard to contextual characteristics in relation to bul-
lying prevalence, higher implementation fidelity of an anti-
bullying program was related to lower bullying prevalence 
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(Hall & Dawes, 2019 (39)). Professional cooperation and 
consensus among colleagues on professional matters were 
related to lower levels of bullying (Roland & Galloway, 2004 
(60)). Finally, classrooms with more students had a higher 
prevalence of peer victimization, whereas less peer victimiza-
tion was found in multi-grade classrooms (Oldenburg et al., 
2015 (58)). Additional studies looked at self-efficacy, pre-
ferred strategies, received training, and situational attributes 
in relation to bullying prevalence.

Discussion

The aim of this systematic review was twofold: (1) to pro-
vide an overview of research on the role of primary school 
teachers in identifying, reducing, and intervening effectively 
in school bullying, and (2) to develop a theoretical frame-
work and categorize literature according to this framework 
and identify caveats and possibilities for future research. 
In doing so, we extended the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(Ajzen, 1991, 2012), and developed a theoretical framework 
to explain and predict teachers’ behavior to tackle bullying. 
The underlying assumption of the model is that teachers’ 
likelihood to intervene precedes their actual intervention 
behavior (Dedousis-Wallace et al., 2014).

The systematic search and selection of papers resulted 
in 75 studies, which we categorized on their outcome vari-
ables, according to elements of the TPB. This resulted in the 
following categories: starting with teachers’ (1) knowledge 
and understanding of bullying, (2) attitudes toward (types 
of) bullying, (3) perceived subjective norms, and (4) self-
efficacy. These are precedents of teachers’ (5a) likelihood 
to intervene, which subsequently affect the actual behavior 
of the teacher, measured by (5b) preferred and used strate-
gies and (5c) program (-evaluations) and policies. Studies on 
(6) the prevalence of bullying in relation to teacher factors 
were included as a final outcome category. Before discussing 
every element, we performed a quality assessment of all 75 
studies, according to the Newcastle–Ottawa Scale (NOS). 
Only 25 studies scored 6 or more stars on a 10-point scale, 
suggesting sufficient quality. This indicates that future data 
collection for research in the field of teachers and tackling 
bullying can be improved by larger, representative sample 
sizes.

The results furthermore showed that some elements of 
the framework were not or rarely studied as outcome vari-
ables. Perceived subjective norms, which refer to the support 
of the principal and colleagues, were used as a predictor 
variable for understanding teachers’ attitudes, self-efficacy, 
and working with anti-bullying programs and policies, but 
no research was found where factors were investigated that 
affect these subjective norms held by teachers. Also, teach-
ers’ self-efficacy was understudied, with only two studies 

using it as a dependent variable, whereas multiple studies 
used it as a predictor in relation to teachers’ attitudes and 
likelihood to intervene. Both elements are, however, impor-
tant in explaining and predicting teachers’ likelihood and 
actual intervention behavior to prevent and reduce bullying, 
and future research should investigate the elements in more 
detail and in relation to the other elements of the conceptual 
framework.

Overall, the results from this review seem to point at two 
groups of factors that are important for the implementation 
fidelity of anti-bullying programs or policies and ultimately 
reducing the bullying prevalence in classrooms. The first 
concern individual factors; attitudes of teachers toward bul-
lying and their self-efficacy. The anti-bullying attitudes indi-
cate whether they consider bullying as normative behavior, 
attribute bullying causes to external factors, or take some 
specific forms of bullying less seriously. Self-efficacy refers 
to teachers’ confidence in their ability to being able to tackle 
bullying or to implement an anti-bullying program, which in 
turn increases their efforts to reduce bullying. The second 
group of factors is contextual and refers to work conditions 
and subjective norms. Many elements in the framework that 
influence teachers’ likelihood to intervene relate to the coop-
eration teachers perceive among colleagues, and the sup-
port they feel from colleagues and the principal. In order to 
enhance the implementation fidelity of anti-bullying efforts, 
it is important to work on the attitudes and confidence of 
teachers on the one hand, and on team building and the prin-
cipal support on the other hand.

As it is now, the whole model as presented has not been 
investigated, but given the fit of the studies in the framework 
based on TPB, there seems to be potential to do so. Future 
research would benefit from collecting data on all elements, 
preferably longitudinally. It would also be relevant to collect 
information on students’ self-reported victimization as an 
outcome variable, to examine how different elements influ-
ence the actual bullying prevalence in the classroom.

The approach in this study was fruitful in combining 
several studies that tested single or multiple elements of the 
complex theoretical framework displayed in Fig. 1. Noticea-
bly, the 69 studies that were included in the review were com-
pared on their quality with the use of the Newcastle–Ottawa 
Quality Assessment tool (Wells et al., 2013). Only 25 stud-
ies with sufficient quality were discussed. A conclusion to 
be drawn from this finding is that a substantial number of 
included studies are of poor quality. Specifically, only 8.5% 
(n = 6) scored on representativeness, and 57% (n = 39) scored 
on being somewhat representative of their population. 20% 
(n = 14) of the included studies compared respondents to non-
respondents. The latter can be a serious issue in studies where 
a convenience sample was used, for instance when an email 
was sent out to all members of a specific group. The selection 
of teachers that participated in the research will probably be 
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more interested in tackling bullying or being motivated to do, 
which increases the likelihood of a biased sample. In addi-
tion, 55% (n = 41) included one important control variable 
in their statistical analysis, which can affect the interpreta-
tion of results. Only 3% (n = 2) included all relevant control 
variables. Finally, 10% (n = 7) used validated measurements, 
whereas most studies described their measurements in detail 
(n = 64). Future research would benefit from more validated 
measurement tools and replications to verify results.

Conclusion

This systematic literature review examined 75 articles and 
provided a synthesis on teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and 
interventions, and their relations to bullying prevalence in 
primary schools. Results indicated a broad variety in meth-
odological approaches and participant characteristics amid 
the different articles, as well as a focus on different predictor 
and outcome variables. The outcomes that have been dis-
tinguished, corresponded to the conceptual framework that 
was developed, which may be used in further research and 
by policy makers as a starting point in their aim to improve 
teachers’ effectiveness in identifying, preventing, and reduc-
ing bullying in the classroom.
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