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Abstract

School bullying is a complex social issue that manifests in
various forms within school communifies and has serious
consequences for both fthe individuals involved and the
overall functioning of schoollife. This study examines primary
school principals’ perceptions of the frequency of different
forms of bullying in the school environment, focusing
on the Greek primary education contexf. A convergent
parallel mixed-methods design was employed, involving
512 principals in the quantitative phase and 21 principals
in the qualitative phase. Quantitative dafta were analysed
using descriptive and inferential stafistics, while qualitative
data were examined through thematic analysis. The results
indicated that the most frequently occurring forms of
bullying were mild verbal bullying, low-severity non-verbal
bullying, mild physical bullying, and low-severity sarcasm,
ridicule, or mockery. In contfrast, severe forms, such as severe
racist bullying, sexual bullying, severe cyberbullying, serious
physical aggression, and high-infensity social exclusion,
were reported as rare. The study confributes fo the literature
by offering context-specific evidence on how different forms
of bullying become visible from the institutional perspective
of primary school principals. These findings may inform
prevention and intervention strategies that respond fo the
organisational realities of primary schools.
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Introduction

Sohool bullying is a complex social phenomenon
(Katsikas & Thanos, 2025) that poses a significant
concern to contemporary societies and educational
institutions worldwide (Thanos & Tsatsakis, 2018; Gaffney,
Ttofi, & Farrington, 2019). Its manifestation in the school
environment, already from the earliest forms of organized
school life (Smith, 2016), has led fo increasing awareness of
the scientific community and the need to develop effective
prevention and intervention strategies (Artinopoulou, 2010;
Olweus, Solberg & Breivik, 2020; Xu et al., 2020).

School bullying is now recognized as one of the most
damaging problems in the modern education system
(Cantone et al., 2015), with significant consequences for
both the students involved and the functioning of schools
(Artinopoulou, 2010; Katsikas & Thanos, 2026; Olweus, Solberg
& Breivik, 2020; Smith, 2013). In this confext, it highlights the
need for further theoretical and empirical investigation to
understand its nature, intensity and forms.

683



I

iejee™

Although school bullying has been widely examined
in  previous research, further context-specific
evidence is still needed on how different forms of
bullying are perceived within primary school settings.
In the present study, principals are approached as
key school actors who may have an overview of
incidents that are reported, observed, or brought o
their attention within the school unit. This perspective
is relevant given the cenftral role of school principals
in responding to bullying-related issues in the school
context (Foody et al., 2018; Thanos & Katsikas, 2021). The
study does not aim to privilege principals’ perspectives
over those of students, teachers, or parents, but fo
examine a distinct institutional viewpoint that is useful
for understanding how different forms of bullying
become visible in everyday school life. In this respect,
the study conftributes fo the literature by examining
principals’ perceptions of the frequency of different
forms of school bullying in Greek primary education
and by exploring whether these perceptions vary
according to demographic, professional, and school-
context variables.

Based on this rationale, this article focuses on the
views of primary school principals regarding the forms
of school bullying and their frequency in the school
environment. Understanding principals’ perceptions
of the characteristics of the phenomenon is a key
prerequisite for developing prevention andintervention
strategies that are sensitive to the organisational
realities of primary schools.

School bullying: definition and key characteristics

School bullying is a social phenomenon that has
been a focus of scientific interest for many decades
at the international level (Canty et al.,, 2016; Espelage
& Swearer, 2003). Scholarly engagement with the
phenomenon began in Sweden in the late 1960s, with
Heinemann (1969) introducing the term “mobbing,”
borrowed from ethology, to describe aggressive
interactions between groups of children fowards
individuals they consider different (Canty et al., 2016;
Olweus, 2013).

Dan Olweus, a Swedish professor, expressed
reservations about the use of the term mobbing in
the 1970s, as he believed that this concept focuses
too much on the collective dimension of aggression,
ignoring the actions of individual perpetrators or small
subgroups, while at the same fime implying that the
victim himself is responsible for provoking the attack.
Furthermore, he considered that in the English-
speaking scientific community, the term was confused
with concepts from ethology and did not adequately
reflect the dynamics of the school environment. For
this reason, in the early 1970s, he first used the term
bully in empirical research on violence in schools,
which was published in 1973 in Sweden and 1978 in the
United States under the title ‘Aggression in the Schools:
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Bullies and Whipping Boys' (Olweus, 2013). According
to the Oxford Dictionary, the term “bully” refers to a
person who bullies or infimidates others (Rigby, 2008).

The literature presents a wealth of definitions of
the phenomenon. Randall (1991) refers to impulsive
aggression aimed atinflicting physical or psychological
pain. Losel and Bliesener (1999) emphasise the duration
of the phenomenon, while Sullivan, Cleary, and
Sullivan (2004) point out that it is a hostile act based
on a power imbalance and manifested in a specific
time frame. Olweus (1994, 2013) defines bullying as a
situation in which a student is repeatedly exposed
to deliberate negative actions by one or more peers
without being able to defend themselves.

The phenomenon has specific characteristics
that differentiate it from other forms of aggressive
behaviour (Thanos, 2017a). School bullying is defined
as aggressive behaviour that is carried out by an
individual or a group of individuals infentionally and
repeatedly without the perpetrator having been
provoked. In this aggressive behaviour, there is a
power imbalance between victim and perpetrator
(Rigby, 2004, 2007; Smith, 1997). Rigby (2008) adds the
sense of pleasure experienced by the perpetrator and
the psychological pressure felt by the victim.

Although school bullying is an internatfionally
recognised phenomenon, ifs extent, visibility,
and interprefation may vary depending on the
geographical, cultural, and educational context.
For this reason, classical definitions, such as that of
Olweus, remain important for identifying the core
characteristics of bullying, including intenfionality,
repetition, and power imbalance, but they need to be
considered alongside the specific social and school
confexts in which bullying is observed and reported.
In the United States, data from the National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development show that
10% of students have experienced bullying, 13% have
exhibited bullying behaviour, and 6% have been
involved in both roles (Kourakis, 2018). In European Union
countries, the frequency of the phenomenon varies
widely between 5% and 22%, reflecting differences in
research methods, social contexts, and educational
systems (Arfinopoulou, 2001). In Greece, available
evidence suggests that school violence represents a
relatively limited proportion of juvenile delinquency, as
the rate of violence in schools is reported at 4%, while
juvenile delinquency ranges from 6% fto 7% of general
violence (Panousis, 2018). These variations indicate the
need fo examine bullying within specific national and
school contexts, including the Greek primary school
setting, where principals’ perceptions can provide
evidence on which forms of bullying are more visible
in everyday school life.
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Forms of school bullying

School bullying is a particular form of school violence,
which manifests itself at the level of interpersonal
relationships and takes various forms which do not
differ from those of general school violence (Thanos,
2017q). In the relevant literature, forms of violence and
bullying are often classified as direct and indirect,
depending on whether the aggressive action is
manifested directly or covertly fowards the victim
(Olweus, 2013; O'Moore & Minton, 2004; Rigby, 2007;
Smith, 2012).

Direct violence includes physical, verbal and non-
verbal attacks carried out visibly. Physical violence
includes hitting (e.g. punching, slapping), biting,
spitting or even throwing objects fo cause injury.
Verbal violence is manifested through insults, threats,
profanity, name-calling and generally aggressive
language, while the non-verbal form includes
obscene gestures and threatening looks (Thanos,
2017q; Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Olweus, 2013; Rigby,
2007; Smith, 2012; Smith & Sharp, 1994; Sullivan, Cleary
& Sullivan, 2004).

Indirect violence, on the other hand, is more difficult
to detect and includes actions such as inciting others
fo attack the victim (physically or verbally), spreading
rumours and false information, or attempting to isolate
the victim from social groups. In such cases, the victim
becomes the recipient of acts aimed at manipulating
their social relationships or causing psychological
distress (Lee, 2004; Olweus, 2013; O'Moore & Minton,
2004; Rigby, 2007; Smith, 2012; Smith & Sharp, 1994;
Sullivan, Cleary & Sullivan, 2004; Thanos, 2017a).

It is noteworthy that, in practice, forms of bullying do
not occur in isolation but often in combination, with
the perpetrator using a variety of attack strategies fo
intensify their actions (Rigby, 2007; Thanos, 2017a).

Research on bullying initially focused on physical
forms, while from the 1990s onwards there has been
a growing interest in psychological and indirect forms
of violence (Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Smith & Monks, 2013).
In the 2000s, a new form emerged, cyberbullying,
which takes place via mobile phones and the internet,
either directly or indirectly (Artinopoulou, 2010; Smith
et al, 2008; Thanos, 2017a). Cyberbullying includes
actions such as sending threatening messages,
posting photos and videos, spreading rumours and
online insults through comments, while the speed
of information dissemination infensifies the victim's
feeling of powerlessness (Olweus, 2013; Smith et al,
2008; Spyropoulos, 2011; Thanos, 2017a).

Finally, the international literature identifies forms of
bullying based on prejudice and social stereotypes,
such as sexual violence, racist bullying, homophobic
bullying and bullying fowards students with special

educational needs (Espelage et al.,, 2008; Rigby, 2008;
Sullivan, Cleary & Sullivan, 2004; Warwick, Aggleton &
Douglas,2001). These formscanalso be direct orindirect
and intensify victimisation due to social differences or
vulnerability. Children with special educational needs,
for example, are more likely to be victims of bullying
because of the nature of their disability (Estell et al.,
2009; Fink et al., 2015; Rose, Monda-Amaya & Espelage,
2011; Thompson, Whitney & Smith, 1994), and may also
be involved as perpetrators (Estell et al., 2009).

Methodology
Purpose and objectives of the research

This study aims to investigate the views of primary
school principals regarding the forms of school bullying
observed in the school environment, as well as their
frequency of occurrence. At the same time, it examines
whether these views differ according to individual
demographic and professional characteristics of the
principals.

In particular, the objectives of the research are:

To record the forms of school bullying, as
perceived by school principals,

To estimate the frequency with which the
individual forms occur,

To investigate whether principals’
perceptions differ according to ftheir
gender, specialisation, years of service as
a principal, level of education, school size,
the degree of urbanisation of the region
and the size of the population of the city

where the school is located.
Data collection instruments

The study of the phenomenon of school bullying
requires the use of a combination of research tools
since it is a complex and multifactorial social issue
(Thanos, 2017b). For this reason, this research adopted
a mixed-methods approach. The data collection tools
used were a questionnaire and a semi-structured
interview.

Questionnaire

The quantitative dimension of the survey was
implemented through a questionnaire designed in an
electronic format using the Google Forms platform.
The use of online tools in quantitative research has
gained considerable ground in recent years, mainly
due to their convenience and the broad geographical
coverage they offer (Bryman, 2017).

The questionnaire combined closed and open-ended
questions, with an emphasis on the former. The closed-
ended questions included five-point Likert scales (‘'not
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at all, ‘a little’, ‘quite a lot’, ‘very much’, ‘extremely’),
which provide greater accuracy and reliability of
responses (Liargovas, Dermatis & Komninos, 2019).
The open-ended questions allowed participants to
freely express their opinions and suggestions on the
prevention and management of the phenomenon.

Before its final release, the questionnaire was pilof-
tfested on six principals as part of a test of clarity,
functionality, and completion time (Bryman,
2017; Liargovas, Dermatis, & Komninos, 2019). Their
comments and suggestions were incorporated into
the final design of the tool. The questionnaire took
approximately 12-15 minutes to complete, and data
collection took place between April and June 2021.

Semi-structured interview

The semi-structured interview fechnique was
employed for the qualitative exploration of the
phenomenon, allowing for an in-depth examination
of the parficipants’ experiences and perceptions
(Bryman, 2017).

The inferview questions were open-ended. It was
piloted with three principals who did not participate
in the primary research in order to test the clarity
and completeness of the interview guide (Liargovas,
Dermatis & Komninos, 2019). The final interviews were
conducted between April and June 2021, in person, by
telephone or Skype, depending on the location and
preferences of the participants. Their duration was
approximately one hour.

Sample of the survey
Quantitative research sample

A total of 512 primary school principals participated in
thissurvey, out of atotal of 4,429 serving, whoresponded
tfo the online gquesfionnaire sent electronically fo the
school unifs.

In terms of the demographic and occupational
characteristics of the sample:

Gender: 58% of participants were male and
42% female, a proportion that mirrors the
corresponding proportions in the overall
population of primary school principals.

Specialisation: 93% of the participants are
tfeachers, while the remaining 7% belong to
other specialties.

Years of service as principals: 26% have 11o
4 years of experience, 20% 5 to 8 years, 23%
9 to 11 years, 21% 12 to 16 years and 11% more
than 17 years.

Additional studies: 55% hold a master’s
degree, 39% a second degree, 7% a
doctorate, 59% have attended further
fraining.
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School capacity: 56% work in schools of 7/
classes and above, 29% in 6/classes and
156% in schools up to 5/classes.

Urbanity of the area: 45% of schools are
located in urban areas, 25% in semi-urban
areas and 30% in rural areas.

City population:

60% work in cities with up fo 100,000
inhabitants,

17% in cities with 100,001 to 1,000,000
inhabitants and

23% in cities with more than 1,000,000
inhabitants.

The sample is considered satisfactory in terms of both
size and variety of its characteristics, allowing for
reliable conclusions fo be drawn regarding the forms
of school bullying and their frequency of occurrence,
as perceived by the principals.

Qualitative research sample

The qualitative research was conducted with the
participation of 21 primary school principals from
different geographical areas of Greece. The sample
was selected in order to achieve maximum diversity
in terms of the professional characteristics of the
participants and the characteristics of the school
units they manage. Regarding the methodological
approach, purposive sampling was employed.
The interview process was completed when data
saturation was reached, that is, when no new findings
emerged (Bryman, 2017).

The sample includes principals with different years of
service in the position of director (ranging from 1to 19
years), varying levels of education (Bachelor’s, Master’s,
PhD), and different specialisations. In addition, they
differ in terms of the characteristics of the school unif.
Table 1 summarises the main characteristics of the
qualitative research participants:

Method of analysis of research data

The study followed a convergent parallel mixed-
methods design. This framework was selected
because the investigation of the forms and frequency
of school bullying requires both the identification of
broader patterns and the contextual interpretation of
participants’ perceptions. Mixed-methods research is
appropriate in such cases, as it combines quantitative
and qualitative approaches and helps reduce the
limitations of each method when used separately
(Creswell & Creswell, 2019). In this design, quantitative
and qualitative data are analysed separately and
are then compared and infegrated during the
interpretation of fthe findings in order to support
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Table 1.

Demographic Characteristics of Participants in the Qualitative Research

ID Gender Specialisation Years as Principal Educational background | School location
P1 Male Teacher 4 master's degree Urban

P2 Female Teacher 14 master's degree Urban

P3 Male Teacher 13 second degree Rural

P4 Male Teacher 8 master's degree Urban

P5 Female Teacher n master's degree Urban

P6 Female Teacher 8 master's degree Urban

p7 Male Teacher 9 bachelor's degree Urban

P8 Male Teacher 4 additional training Semi-Urban
P9 Male Teacher n master's degree Semi-Urban
P10 Male Teacher 15 master's degree Urban

P11 Female Specialist feacher 14 master's degree Urban

P12 Male Teacher 7 additional training Rural

P13 Female Specialist teacher 4 bachelor's degree Rural

P14 Male Teacher 10 master's degree Urban

P15 Male Teacher 10 master's degree Urban

P16 Male Teacher 8 master's degree Semi-Urban
P17 Male Teacher 13 master's degree Urban

P18 Female Specialist feacher 4 master's degree Rural

P19 Male Teacher 18 master's degree Urban

P20 Male Teacher 6 bachelor's degree Urban

P21 Male Teacher 3 master's degree Rural

friangulation (Bryman, 2017). The quantitative strand
allowed the researchers to record the frequency of
different forms of bullying and tfo examine staftistically
significant  differences according to principals’
demographic, professional, and school-context
characteristics. The qualitative sftrand provided
richer descriptions of how principals understand and
describe these formsin everyday schoollife.Integration
was achieved by comparing the findings from the
tfwo strands around the same research objectives. The
qualitative findings were used fo confirm, elaborate,
and contextualise the quantitative patterns.

Quantitative analysis was performed using the
statistical package IBM SPSS Statistics v.23, which
included both descriptive and inferential statistics. The
descriptive analysis employed absolute and relative
frequencies, means (M), and standard deviations (SD)
for each closed-ended question based on a five-point
Likert scale (1 = “not at all” fo 5 = “extremely”). The
values are interpreted as follows: 1.00-1.50 “not at all”,
1.51-2.50 "a little”, 2.51-3.50 “quite a lot”, 3.61-4.50 “very
much”, and 4.51-5.00 “extremely”.

Inferential analysis focused oninvestigating statistically
significant differences between principals’ responses
based on demographic and occupational variables.
For this purpose, the non-parametric Mann-Whitney
U and Kruskal-Wallis tests were applied, depending
on the number of categories of the independent
variable. When the Kruskal-Wallis test indicated
statistically  significant  differences,  Bonferroni-
adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted. A
statistical significance level of p = .05 was adopted in
all analyses.

The open-ended questions of the questionnaire were
analysed using content analysis. Responses were
categorised based on the research questions in order
to infegrate them into the descriptive analysis and
enrich the quantitative findings.

The data from the semi-structured interviews were
analysed using thematic analysis (Cohen, Manion, &
Morrison, 2008). After each interview was completed,
it was franscribed to ensure the accuracy of the data
and avoid misinterpretations (Liargovas, Dermatis, &
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Komninos, 2019). Subsequently, the transcripts were
read several times, coded, and grouped into thematic
units directly related fto the research objectives.

Reliability and validity

Reliability and validity are fundamental concepts in
the research process, applicable to both quantitative
and qualitative methodological approaches (Cohen,
Manion, & Morrison, 2008). Although considered
distinctly, the fwo concepts are inferrelated, as one
presupposes the existence of the other (Bryman, 2017).

The enhancement of validity in this study was primarily
ensured by the application of triangulation, as the
combined use of quantitative and qualitative data
contributes to increasing the reliability and validity of
the findings (Bryman, 2017).

As for the quantitative approach, the questionnaire
was piloted with six primary school principals to
ensure the clarity, functionality, and completion time
of the instrument. The participants’ comments and
suggestions were incorporated into the final version
of the questionnaire. Validity was reinforced through
the construction of the questionnaire on the basis of
the relevant literature, previous research instruments,
and the alignment of the items with the research
objectives.

In addition, the use of closed Likert-type questions
allowed for the systematic recording of participants’
views, while the inclusion of open-ended guestions
enabled participants to provide responses beyond
the predefined categories, thereby strengthening
content validity (Liargovas, Dermatis, & Komninos,
2019). Additionally, the repeated sending of the
guestionnaire contributed to an increase in the
response rate (Bryman, 2017).

Regarding qualitative research, techniques were
applied fto enhance validity and reliability. All
inferviews were recorded, transcribed and retained
for tfransparency (Bryman, 2017). During the interview,
the researcher summarised the responses, asking for
confirmation from the participant. After transcription,
the franscripts were sent for self-review (Bryman,
2017; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2008). This ensured
content validity, as well as confidence in the data’s
authenticity.

Ensuring Ethical Compliance

In line with national and institutional regulations, the
study did not require prior approval by an ethics review
board, as it involved anonymous, non-sensitive data
collected from adult public servants. All partficipants
provided informed consent prior to data collection:
electronically in the quantitative phase and verbally
in the qualitative phase.

The systematic development of the social sciences
in recent years has underscored the importance
of adhering strictly fo ethical principles in the
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implementation of research procedures. Respecting
the rights of participants, ensuring their well-being,
and proftecting their dignity are fundamental
requirements of all scientifically valid research (Cohen,
Manion, & Morrison, 2008).

The present study was fully aligned with the
guidelines of the University of loannina’s Code of
Ethics (http://www.rc.uoi.gr/index.php/thesmiko-
plaisio/kodikas-deontologias) and the corresponding
recommendations from the infernational literature
(Bryman, 2017; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2008). In this
context, particular attention was paid to the following
ethical principles:

Ensure  voluntary  participation  with
complete information and the possibility fo
withdraw without any consequences.

Respecting the personal integrity of
respondents and preventing any harm.

Anonymity and protection of personal
data.

Maintaining confidentiality regarding the
data collected.

Transparency about the purpose, content
and tools of the research.

Avoid misleading at all
participation.

stages  of

During the qualitative part of the study, we first
contfacted the participants by phone o provide them
with some basic information about the study and its
duration. The time of the interview was agreed upon,
and assurances were given regarding confidentiality,
anonymity and  voluntary  parficipation.  The
interviewees were informed that the recording was
for research purposes only and that they could stop
the process at any time if they wished to do so.

Similarly, during the quantitative phase of the
research, compliance with ethical requirements was
ensured through an information letter provided before
the questionnaire. This letter specified the objectives
of the study and the conditions of participation, and
completion of the questionnaire required the explicit
consent of the respondent. This ensured that all
participation was fully informed and voluntary.

Results

This part presents the results of the research on the
forms of bullying in primary education, as reflected
in the views of the principals. The analysis includes,
firstly, a description of the quantitative data based on
the sample variables and then a presentation of the
findings from the semi-structured interviews.

Quantitative findings

The descriptive analysis of the quantitative data
revealed variation in the frequency of different forms
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of school bullying in primary schools, as reported by
the participating principals.

The highest mean scores were recorded for forms
of mild severity, indicating their more frequent
occurrence in school units. Specifically, mild verbal
bullying exhibited the highest mean (M = 3.03),
followed by non-verbal bullying of low severity (M =
2.88), mild physical bullying (M = 2.70), and sarcasm/
ridicule/mockery of low severity (M = 2.68). These forms
were reported as occurring “quite frequently” in the
school environment.

In contrast, several forms were characterised as
occurring to a lesser extent, with mean scores
ranging from 2.44 to 1.55. These included both milder
behaviours, such as spreading malicious rumours of
low severity (M = 2.44), and more severe ones, such as
verbal bullying of high severity among students (M =
1.98) and mild cyberbullying (M = 1.55).

Figure 1.

Finally, seven forms were reported as not at all frequent,
with mean scores below 1.560. These included bullying
as systematic violence involving intention and power
imbalance (M = 1.47), high-severity social exclusion/
isolation (M = 1.43), theft/vandalism (M = 1.32), mild
sexual bullying (M = 1.26), severe racial bullying (M =
1.24), severe cyberbullying (M =114), and severe sexual
bullying (M =112).

These findings are visually summarised in Figure 1,
which presents the mean frequency for each reported
form of school bullying.

In addition to the descriptive findings, inferential
analysis  was conducted to examine whether
principals’ perceptions differed according to
demographic, professional, and school-context
variables. The stafistically significant differences are
summarised in Table 2.

Frequency of various forms of school bullying according to the views of primary school principals

Mild verbal bullying

Mon-verbal bullying of low severity

Mild physical bullying

Sarcasm / Ridicule / Mockery of low severity

Spreading malicious rumours of low severity

MNon-verbal bullying of high severity

Social exclusion/ isolation of low severity

Sarcasm / Ridicule / Mockery of high severity

Verbal bullying of high severity among students

Spreading malicious rumours of high severity

Mild racist bullying

Sewvere physical bullying

Mild cyberbullying

Social exclusion [ isolation of high severity

Theft/Vandalism

Mild sexual bullying

Sewvere racialbullying

Severe cyberbullying

Severe sexual bullying

o
[=
(4}

-
—
n
3
[
n
w

3,5
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Table 2.

Statistically significant differences in principals’ perceptions of the frequency of different forms of school bullying
Variable Form of bullying Group pattern Test statistic p-value
Gender Mild physical bullying Women: M = 2.80; Men: M = 2.62 Mann-Whitney = 041

-2.042
Gender Severe physical bullying Women: M =1.79; Men: M = 1.61 Mann-Whitney = .021
-2.298
Specialisation Theft/vandalism IT principal: M = 4.00; other groups: | Kruskal-Wallis = 022
M =1.09-1.33 16.355
Years of service | High-severity sarcasm/ridicule/ | Highest mean among principals Kruskal-Wallis = .037
as principal mockery with 9-11 years of service: M = 219 10.241
Years of service | Low-severity social exclusion/ | Highest mean among principals Kruskal-Wallis = 017
as principal isolation with 9-11 years of service: M = 218 12.072
Years of service | Severe cyberbullying Highest mean among principals Kruskal-Wallis = 031
as principal with 1-4 years of service: M = 1.22 10.643
Further training Mild cyberbullying Trained: M = 1.63; Not frained: M = Mann-Whitney = .004
1.42 -2.906
Second degree Mild cyberbullying Yes: M = 1.64; No: M = 1.49 Mann-Whitney = 046
-1.997
Second degree Mild sexual bullying Yes: M =1.32; No: M =122 Mann-Whitney = 044
-2.0156
Postgraduate Mild physical bullying Yes: M = 2.80; No: M = 2.57 Mann-Whitney = .017
degree -2.374
Postgraduate Low-severity non-verbal bul- Yes: M = 298; No: M =2.76 Mann-Whitney = 034
degree lying -2125
Postgraduate Low-severity sarcasm/ridicule/ | Yes: M = 2.79; No: M = 2.64 Mann-Whitney = 015
degree mockery -2.463
Postgraduate Mild cyberbullying Yes: M =1.61; No: M =147 Mann-Whitney = 026
degree -2.218
Urbanity Low-severity verbal bullying Rural: M = 2.91; Semi-urban: M = Kruskal-Wallis = 028
3.00; Urban: M = 3.09; Suburban: M | 9123
=3.64
Urbanity Bullying Rural: M = 1.45; Semi-urban: M = Kruskal-Wallis = 025
1.50; Urban: M = 1.43; Suburban: M 9.320
=193
Urbanity Mild cyberbullying Rural: M =1.38; Semi-urban: M = 1.52; | Kruskal-Wallis = .001
Urban: M = 1.66; Suburban: M =186 |[16.439
Urbanity Mild sexual bullying Rural: M =119; Semi-urban: M =1.29; | Kruskal-Wallis = 016
Urban: M =1.28; Suburban: M =1.64 |10.266
Urbanity Severe sexual bullying Rural: M = 110; Semi-urban: M =114; | Kruskal-Wallis = .050
Urban: M =110; Suburban: M =136 |7.815

Note. Only statistically significant differences are presented. For variables with more than two groups, the
table reports the overall Kruskal-Wallis test. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted where

applicable.

Overall, statistically significant differences were
identified for specific forms of bullying according to
gender, specialisation, years of service as principal,
further ftraining, possession of a second degree,
possession of a postgraduate degree, and urbanity of
the school area. No statistically significant differences
were found according to city population or possession
of a doctoral degree. In several cases, although the
differences were stafistically significant, the mean
values remained within the same frequency category.
Therefore, these differences should be interpreted
primarily as variations in degree rather than as
substantial differences in the overall classification of
the frequency of each form.

School capacity also appeared to differentiate
principals’ perceptions for several forms of bullying.
Staftistically significant differences were observed in
fourteen forms. Indicatively, significant differences
were found for mild physical bullying (H = 18153, p <
.001), severe physical bullying (H = 9244, p = .010),
low-severity verbal bullying (H = 19.390, p < .001), high-
severity verbal bullying (H = 12.742, p = .002), and
low-severity non-verbal bullying (H = 23.469, p < .001).
However, in several cases, the mean values across
school-size categories remained within the same
frequency classification, indicating convergence in
principals’ overall assessments. In the forms where
differences in school capacity were accompanied
by differences in the assigned frequency category,
principals of larger schools reported higher frequency
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Table 3.

Forms of bullying

Category Subcategory/Form
Verbal bullying Low severity

High severity
Non-verbal bullying Low severity

High severity

Physical bullying Mild
Severe
Cyberbullying Mild
Psychological bullying Mild
Social exclusion Low severity
Racist bullying Mild/Severe incidents

for mild physical bullying, low-severity spreading of
malicious rumours, low-severity sarcasm/ridicule/
mockery, and mild cyberbullying, whereas principals
of smaller schools reported relatively higher frequency
for high-severity social exclusion/isolation.

Qualitative findings

The analysis of the qualitative data from the semi-
structured inferviews generally confirmed the trends
identified in the quantitative findings. The principals
reported that certain forms of bullying appear more
frequently in everyday school life, especially verbal,
non-verbal, and mild physical bullying. At the same
time, they referred to less frequent but still present
forms, such as cyberbullying, psychological bullying,
racist bullying, and severe physical bullying. These
forms are summarised in Table 3.

Specifically, incidents of mild and severe verbal
bullying were reported more frequently, including
abusive language, derogatory comments and verbal
conflicts between students. At the same time, mild
and severe non-verbal bullying, such as aggressive
gestures or facial expressions, was also recorded with
similar frequency. Particular reference was made to
mild physical bullying, which, according fo several
principals, occurs quite frequently, including pushing,
kicking or hitfing without serious consequences.
Sarcasm and social exclusion are also among the
forms of bullying, which, according to the participants’
descriptions, are commonplace in the school
environment.

Verbal bullying appears to be more frequent, often
taking the form of insults or offensive remarks. As
one principal noted, “More often, it is a slap or a
derogatory comment, such as: ‘Leave us alone, fatso,
you are stupid and go to hell'.. There is also some
more serious swearing sometimes from one student
about another’s mother” (P-1).

Verbal bullying appears to occur quite frequently and
ranges from mild fo high severity. According to the
principals’ descriptions, students more often engage
in verbal aggression through insulting remarks rather
than through the use of swear words. These insults are
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Reported occurrence in principals’ accounts
Quite often

Sometimes

Quite often

Sometimes

Quite often

Sometimes

Occasionally

Occasionally

Quite often

Sometimes

usually personal and aim to belittle the personality of
the other student, beginning with phrases such as
“You are stupid”, “you are an idiot”, or “You do not
know anything”. They may also involve derogatory
comments about appearance, such as “Why are
you like that?” and extend to remarks targeting
socioeconomic status, like “Where did you get
that briefcase?”, which are considered particularly
challenging to address. In contrast, physical bullying
is reported to be less frequent and mostly of mild
severity, especially from the fourth grade onwards

(P-5).

Verbal bullying is reported as relatively frequent,
whereas physical bullying appears less common.
According to one principal, “They start by saying
things and may even raise their hands. This typically
occurs with older children, mainly in the fourth
through sixth grades. Moreover, there they usually
start verbally, or they may start playing a game and
suddenly start fighting” (P-6).

I would say thatin the school where | am the principal,
there is quite often verbal and non-verbal bullying.
There is name-calling and labelling of students. |
would say that the incidents of name-calling are
at least moderate. That is, when you see a specific
group of students targeting someone, they may call
them useless, but this behaviour can escalate. The
student may be called dirty, or when they pass by
us, we hold our noses, or they say dirty, idiot, fuck
you... Verbal abuse is more serious. | cannot say that
isolation occurs in 100% of schools, but within the
classroom structure, there is often a star student who
influences other classmates, and they isolate a target
student. | believe that the isolation of students has
the most serious consequences. The ‘victim’ will more
easily overcome an outbreak of verbal or physical
violence. At the same time, they will find it difficult fo
overcome a long-term form of violence, which is likely
to take time to be noticed by teachers, and which is
aimed at isolating the child and is not expressed in
words... (P-9).

Verbal bullying is common. It is a game of power and
domination among children. There is no distinction
between boys and girls; girls also exhibit aggressive
behaviour. This is followed by physical bullying (P-17).

Verbal bullying, mainly physical bullying, but of mild
severity. Because it is an open school, that is, parents
will come, children will tell us something, and they
will call us, so whatever happens remains at a very
early stage. In general, the incidents are of very low
intensity; there is some minor pushing, and a small
scuffle may occur... That is about it (P-20).
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Although  less common, incidents of mild
cyberbullying and psychological bullying were
reported by some principals, primarily in the form
of low-infensity manifestations (e.g. feasing during
digital communication, mild emotional pressure). In
a few instances, reference was also made to severe
physical bullying and racist bullying, which, however,
were described as isolated rather than systematic
occurrences.

Of course, there is also psychological bullying.
However, psychological bullying is not easy to identify.
You see the children outside, but you know what
happens? The children tell you one thing when you
call to ask what is going on. It is something we cannot
understand. It is bullying that we cannot recognise.
It is something that | cannot easily identify, but | am
sure it exists (P-3).

Cases of cyberbullying have also been observed at
school. It has been particularly intense in recent years
due to the lockdown. These are mainly incidents that
started on Viber. Children swear at each other, delete
a child from a group chat... This mainly concerns girls.
Among boys in Viber groups, what we encountered
was: “ will see you at the park, and | will show you!”
While among girls, it was “you are a loser...” Moreover,
in the end, the group administrator deleted it, and
then we had drama (P-5).

In our school, we also observe incidents of
psychological bullying. Last year, we had two or
three children who would grab someone and tell
them to push so-and-so, pinch her, or do something
else. Otherwise, we will not allow you fo purchase
anything from the canteen. This sfruck me because
we had never seen anything like it before. It was
mainly in the form of threats, and the child felt that
he had to do it; otherwise, he would go hungry (P-1).

In recent years, | have also observed incidents of
cyberbullying, but they are mild and not severe.
Incidents occur through various applications, such as
Viber. They write: We will hang out together, but we
will not hang out with the girl who is being pointed at.
| experienced such an incident (P-14).

Sometimes, there is also severe physical bullying
because the school is located 5-6 kilometres from
the city, and most parents are employed in the hotel
sector. In other words, the families tend to have a
low socioeconomic and educational background.
We also have students who live in Roma camps, and
there are quite a few Roma and migrant students
at the school. As a result, considerable tension exists
among the students. Most of the time, they try to
settle their differences with their fists. It is common
during break time for students to get info fights in the
schoolyard (P-7).

In recent years, since the refugees arrived, we
have observed incidents of racist bullying at school.
Fortunately, however, there have been no serious
incidents so far (P-15).

There is also racist bullying, to a small extent, but
it occurs with international students and Roma
students. Students judge their classmates based on
their ethnicity, saying things like, “You are Black...”
They call them “gypsies” and similar slurs (P-19).

Moreover, physical bullying is of high severity. They
kick each other and throw stones at each other.
However, that is because we are in a rural area, and
most people work with sheep. They know how to
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throw stones. So, just like they throw them at animals,
they also throw them at people. So, there is physical
bullying that manifests itself in more severe incidents
(P-21).

The qualitative findings confirm and contextualise
the quantitative results. Verbal, non-verbal, and mild
physical bullying were described as the most visible
and frequent forms in everyday school life, while
cyberbullying, psychological bullying, racist bullying,
and severe physical bullying were reported as less
frequent but sfill present in specific school confexts.
The qualitative evidence therefore adds confextual
depth fo the quantitative patterns by showing how
principals recognise, interpret, and describe different
forms of bullying in their daily administrative and
pedagogical practice.

Discussion

School bullying is a complex social phenomenon
(Anderson et al, 2003; Barboza et al, 2009), which
takes various forms (Thanos, 2016) and can manifest
either directly or indirectly (Espelage & Swearer, 2003;
Lee, 2004; Olweus, 2013; O'Moore & Minton, 2004;
Rigby, 2007; Smith, 2012). These forms involve physical,
verbal, non-verbal, sexual, and emotional violence, as
well as behaviours such as infimidation, aggression or
insult, which typically take place during school hours
(Thanos, 2017b). In recent years, particular attention
has been drawn tfo cyberbullying (Thanos, 2017¢;
Smith et al., 2008), along with other types of bullying
related to personal characteristics, such as racist or
homophobic bullying or violence against students
with special educational needs (Sullivan, Cleary &
Sullivan, 2004; Smith & Monks, 2013). Importantly, these
forms do not occur in isolation but often appear in
combination (Thanos, 2017a), thus reinforcing the
perpetrator’s actions (Rigby, 2007).

The findings of fhe present study confirm the
multidimensional nature of school bullying, while also
showing that not all forms appear with the same
frequency in primary education. The most frequently
reported forms were mild verbal bullying, low-severity
non-verbal bullying, mild physical bullying, and low-
severity sarcasm/ridicule/mockery. According to the
principals’ assessments, these forms appear more
visibly in everyday school life and appear within
students’ everyday peer interactions. This pattern
is consistent with previous studies which show that
verbal, relational, and mild physical forms of aggression
are among the most common manifestations of
bullying in school settings (Artinopoulou et al., 2014;
Christakopoulou & Alexandropoulos, 2019; Karikari et
al,, 2020; Thanos, 2016).

The higher frequency of verbal bullying may be
interpreted in relation to its everyday visibility and
the relative ease with which it is expressed in peer
interaction. Verbal insults, tfeasing, derogatory
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comments, and offensive remarks may occur quickly,
repeatedly, and in ordinary classroom or playground
situations, often without leaving visible evidence. For
this reason, they may lbe more easily observed or
reported by school principals than more hidden or
less frequent forms. At the same fime, the qualitative
findings show that verbal bullying may begin as
apparently mild teasing but can gradually become
more harmful when it targets appearance, family
background, socioeconomic stafus, or personal
identity. This indicates that the distinction between
mild and severe forms is not always fixed in everyday
school life, as repeated verbal attacks may intensify
the psychological pressure experienced by students.

In contrast, severe forms of bullying, such as severe
sexual bullying, severe cyberbullying, severe racist
bullying, high-severity social exclusion/isolation, and
serious physical aggression, were reported as less
frequent. This finding is in line with studies suggesting
that, in the Greek school context, school violence
and bullying often appear at relatively low levels
and are frequently expressed through milder forms
(Artinopoulou, 2007; Thanos, 2016; 2017b). However,
the lower reported frequency of severe forms does
not mean that they are unimportant. Rather, it may
suggest that such forms are less visible in the daily
functioning of primary schools or occur in more
specific circumstances. Severe forms may also be
underreported, either because students hesitate
to disclose them or because some incidents take
place outside the direct supervision of school staff,
parficularly in the case of cyberbullying or covert
exclusion. Therefore, their lower reported frequency
should be interpreted with caution.

The qualitative findings add depth to this
interpretation. Principals described verbal and non-
verbal bullying as common and visible in daily school
life, while cyberbullying, psychological bullying, racist
bullying, and severe physical bullying were described
as less frequent but still present in specific school
contexts. These findings are important for the Greek
primary education contfext, where the interpretation
of school violence is shaped by the social and
cultural context in which incidents occur. As nofed
in the literature, behaviours that are perceived as
violent or unacceptable may vary across social and
cultural settings, while even within the same society
the meaning attributed to specific behaviours may
change over time (Artinopoulou, 2010; Thanos, 2017a).
In this respect, principals’ perceptions do not replace
the perspectives of students, teachers, or parents, but
they provide a specific institutional view of which
forms of bullying become visible, reported, and
manageable within the school unit.

The inferential findings also showed that principals’
perceptfions differed in relation to specific
demographic, professional, and school-context

variables. However, these differences should be
interpreted carefully. In several cases, statistically
significant differences did not correspond to major
changes in the overall frequency category. This
suggests that the differences mainly reflect variations
in degree rather than sharply different understandings
of bullying across groups of principals. The findings
related to school size and urbanity are particularly
relevant. Larger schools may offer more opportunities
for peer interaction, less direct adult supervision in
some spaces, and more complex student group
dynamics, which may partly explain why principals
of larger schools reported higher frequency for
some mild forms of bullying. Similarly, the differences
associated with urbanity may reflect variation in
school composition, peer networks, and exposure to
digital communication practices, especially in relation
to cyberbullying.

Within the Greek educational context, these findings
suggest that school bullying in primary education
is often perceived by principals through its milder
and more Vvisible everyday manifestations. This
has important implications for prevention and
intervention. If mild verbal, non-verbal, and relational
forms are treated as ordinary peer conflict or as minor
incidents, they may remain insufficiently addressed
until they become repeated and harmful. For students,
even low-intensity forms of bullying can affect their
participation in school life, their emotional security,
and their sense of belonging, while the phenomenon
has broader consequences for the functioning of the
school unit (Artinopoulou, 2010). Therefore, prevention
efforts in primary schools should not focus only on
severe incidents but also on the systematic recognifion
of early and repeated forms of peer aggression.

Conclusions

This study highlighted the multifaceted nafure of
school bullying in primary education, as perceived
by primary school principals. The results point to the
predominance of mild verbal bullying, low-severity
non-verbal bullying, mild physical bullying, and low-
severity sarcasm/ridicule/mockery in  principals’
reports. These forms appear to be more visible
in everyday school life and were also confirmed
through the qualitative accounts of the participating
principals.

In confrast, more severe or targeted forms of bullying,
such as severe sexual bullying, severe cyberbullying,
severe racist bullying, high-severity social exclusion/
isolation, and serious physical aggression, were
reported as less frequent. This finding should not
be inferpreted as indicating that these forms are
insignificant. Even when they occur less offen,
they may have serious consequences for students’
emotional security, participation in school life, and
sense of belonging.
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The study also showed that principals’ perceptions
differed in relafion tfo specific demographic,
professional, and school-context variables, including
gender, specialisation, years of service as principal,
furthertraining, possession of asecond or postgraduate
degree, school size, and urbanity of the school area.
However, in several cases, these differences reflected
variations in degree rather than major differences
in the overall classification of the frequency of each
form.

The study contributes to the literature by providing
contfext-specific evidence from Greek primary
education and by focusing on the institutional
perspective of school principals. This perspective is
important because principals are directly involved in
identifying, managing, and coordinating responses
to bullying incidents within the school unit. The
findings suggest that prevention efforts should not
focus only on severe incidents, but also on the early
recognition of mild, repeated, and everyday forms of
peer aggression, especially verbal, non-verbal, and
relational behaviours.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the
study is based on principals’ self-reported perceptions,
which means that fthe findings reflect incidents
that become visible, reported, or known to school
leadership. Second, the study does not include the
perspectives of students, teachers, or parents, whose
experiences could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon. Third, the
research focuses on primary education in Greece, and
therefore the findings should be interpreted within this
specific educational and cultural context.

Future research could examine the forms and
frequency of school bullying by combining the
perspectives of principals, teachers, students, and
parents. Further sfudies could also explore how
school size, urbanity, and school organisational
characteristics shape the visibility, reporting, and
management of different forms of bullying. Finally,
future research could focus more specifically on the
causes and consequences of the phenomenon, in
order to support the development of more targeted
prevention and intervention strategies in primary
schools.
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