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ABSTRACT 

School violence and bullying highlighted as a global issue outside and in the school. In 
this research, IEA International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS) 2016 data from eight 
countries  – Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Germany (North Rhine-Westphalia), the 
Russian Federation, Sweden and Denmark – was compared. The aim of the article is to 
observe the relationship between bullying and students’ citizenship activities at school 
and in the future. The research determined a relationship between bullying and factors 
that described students’ citizenship activities. The results show that there is a link between 
bullying and students’ experiences of participation in illegal and legal activities, participation 
in classroom discussions, interest in the wider community, and at-school citizenship 
activities. This article was supported by research application no. 1.1.1.2/VIAA/1/16/020, and 
European Social Fund project No. 8.3.6.2/17/I/001.
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Introduction
Bullying

In the first decades of the 21st century, bullying became one of the most 
important complications of the global world and education in general. 
Bullying has been defined as aggressive and violent behavior that can be 
identified through three criteria: it is repeated, intentional, and demon-
strates power imbalance (Longobardi et  al., 2020; Bochaver et  al., 2019; 
Cosma et al., 2018). Bullying can be redefined into three traditional types – 
physical, verbal and emotional – and in the latest decade, there appeared 
a new type named cyberbullying (Meszaros et al., 2020). The three tradi-
tional types of bullying can be divided by forms of acting: direct (verbal 
abuse and physical bullying) or indirect (ignoring, excluding, spreading 
rumors). Verbal and indirect bullying has been most prevalent in schools, 
as noticed by Australian students and teachers (Rigby, 2020). 
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Cyberbullying is indicated as a growing type of violence over traditional 
bullying (Charalampous et al., 2021). There is evidence that cyberbullying 
might be categorized as a unique form of bullying (Williford & DePaolis, 
2019). It differs from traditional types of bullying due to its virtually lim-
itless audience, the time and space over which violence can be spread, and 
the anonymity of the bullies (Selkie et al., 2016).

The gender factor appears to play a significant role in school bullying. 
Boys were more likely to be involved as bullies and victims in bullying 
and cyberbullying, while girls’ participation was statistically significantly 
lower. Girls report significantly higher levels of post-traumatic symptoms 
in the event of bullying (Baldry et al., 2019). In some aspects of indirect 
bullying (spreading rumors), girls are more likely to be involved as bullies 
than boys (Geske et al., 2020). 

Bullying at the school
Several authors (Mischel & Kitsantas, 2020; Rønning et  al., 2009) 

emphasize that it is very important to inform school staff and especially 
parents about bullying identification and programs to solve bullying-re-
lated problems in schools and in wider society. Improvements in the school 
climate lead to a reduction of bullying (Jia & Konold, 2021) and lead to 
an open class climate. Regular measurements of bullying indicators must 
be provided in schools to indicate their appearance early on (Newgent 
et al., 2009). Teachers and medics must have a clear understanding of bul-
lying behaviors, as they have a negative impact on children’s mental and 
physical health (Fekkes et al., 2005). A large number of seminars must be 
provided and information disseminated on clear and practical methods to 
prevent and solve problems of bullying.

Students’ inexperience of bullying is critical for their wellbeing and 
their achievements. It can have an impact on the school climate and create 
an environment that does not support students’ development, openness 
and wish to participate in school life. To avoid bullying between students, 
some authors (Jenkins & Canivez, 2021) have suggested discussing com-
munity building-related problems in the class. Discussions about compas-
sion and the value of community-building can be a tool for teachers to 
identify students in the at-risk group of being bullied (Hart Barnett et al., 
2019).

Cyberbullying as upcoming problem 
Cyberbullying has differences from traditional bullying in circum-

stances, motivation and outcome. There are three characteristics (internet, 
repetition and power imbalance) that define cyberbullying (Englander 
et al., 2017).
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However, both traditional bullying and cyberbullying will continue to be 
significant problems for wider society. While conducting intervention and 
prevention programs against bullying, cultural values should be respected 
(Scheithauer et  al., 2016). The most successful idea that focuses against 
violence and bullying is “No one should be unkind or hurtful” (Woolley, 
2019). What has more influence than the curriculum are extracurricular 
activities, such as discussions with parents on civic, political and civically 
responsible activities (Li, 2020). Parents are the most important actors in 
students’ civic activities (Muddiman et al., 2019); moreover, the COVID-19 
pandemic has undoubtedly changed teachers’, students’ and their parents’ 
everyday lives across the globe. The “lockdowns” implemented the need 
for distance work and learning. Moving to the digital space increase threats 
of cyberbullying (Barlett et  al., 2021). Nowadays, thoughts on the digi-
tal space and digital citizenship education come together with wonderings 
about cyberbullying, anxiety and burnout syndrome.

School Climate and civic activities
However, the school climate plays a significant role in students’ well-

being and, ultimately, life satisfaction (Aldridge et  al., 2020). Further, 
class climate and attitudes against bullying affects a number of bullying 
cases (Košir et  al., 2020; Thornberg et  al., 2020). The external stressor 
of cyberbullying has the impact of negative attitudes toward school (Betts 
et al., 2017), but a positive attitude to peers and empathy help to improve 
victims’ sense of safety in school (DeNike & Gordon, 2020). The connec-
tion between school achievements and bullying is controversial and has 
been reported as a not dominating or impacting factor (Bilic et al., 2014). 
Others have found that academic achievements are connected with school 
results and classroom behavior in terms of bullies and victims (Gomes 
et al., 2020). There was some evidence for Grade 4 student achievements 
in Latvia during IEA PIRLS 2016. Researchers found a statistically sig-
nificant relationship between students who have never been bullied and 
higher achievements in reading. A rising frequency of being bullied led to 
students having lower achievements in reading (Dedze & Golubicka, 2020). 
A similar relationship between bullying and achievement is shown in the 
results of OECD PISA studies (Geske et al., 2020).

The results of Schihalejev et al. (2020) show that students from Estonia, 
Sweden and Finland believe that they are bullied because of otherness 
(clothes, friends, language, etc.). Also, a correlation was found between 
low belonging to school and the role of victims of bullies. In OECD PISA 
research (Geske et  al., 2020), evidence is highlighted that students in 
Latvia feel they belong to their school less than OECD countries’ average. 
The self-representation method may help the emotional rehabilitation of 
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bullying victims in some cases (O’Brien & Dadswell, 2020), but collabo-
ration between schools and the wider environment will improve students’ 
understanding of how school life relates to real life (Rauhansalo & Kvieska, 
2017). The results of another study (Lazar, 2013) show a significant con-
nection between bullying and later antisocial behavior. Variables related 
to bullying are related to the current and future civic activities of students 
(including illegal activities) (Javornik et al., 2019). Being a bullying victim 
is a precondition for being a system outsider in future life (Bochaver et al., 
2019). This factor makes an impression both on the student’s young and 
adult life periods and can be a reason for radical civic activities.

However, civic education is multidisciplinary and needs to be integrated 
into every subject and extracurricular activity (Saveikaitė, 2014). Social 
actors and structures have direct links to civic processes (Haav, 2010). Every 
phenomenon in school today becomes a social phenomenon in adult life in 
later years. Now it is time to take care of our future. We understand that 
bullying has an influence on a broad number of life areas, but in this study, 
we focus on the relationship between bullying and students’ citizenship 
activities at school and in the future. Accordingly, the research question of 
this article is: What is the relationship between bullying and factors that 
describe students’ attitudes toward their country, perception of future citi-
zenship activities, and perception of openness in the classroom and at school?

Method

For this research data from the IEA’s International Civic and Citizenship 
Study (ICCS) 2016 (data available at https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37147.v1)  
was used. The ICCS 2016 study is the fourth ICCS study. The aim of the 
study was to find out the ways in which young people are prepared to 
undertake their roles as citizens (Schulz et al., 2016).

In this article, the analyses use students’ data from Finland (n = 3173, 
FIN), Estonia (n  =  2857, EST), Latvia (n  =  3224, LVA), Lithuania 
(n = 3631, LTU), Russia (n = 7289, RUS), Denmark (n = 6254, DNK), 
Sweden (n  =  3264, SWE) and from the German state of North Rhine-
Westphalia (n = 1451, DNW). All countries belong to the Baltic Sea region.

Bullying largely characterizes the school’s microclimate; it seriously 
affects not only the victims and abusers but also other students. There are 
four types of bullying participants: bullies, victims, bullies/victims, non-bul-
lies/non-victims (Cho et al., 2020). The aim of this article is to study the 
relationship between bullying and students’ civic activities, but it should 
be noted that the impact of bullying is much broader. In Latvian schools, it 
is the second most important factor influencing the achievements of civic 
education after the socio-economic status of students.

https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37147.v1
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In this study, we use scales made up of individual items. This provides 
higher validity than using individual questions. The student bullying scale 
is made up of their answers to the question “During the last three months, 
how often did you experience the following situations at your school?” There 
were four possible answers – “Not at all,” “Once,” “Two to four times,” and 
“Five times or more” – for each of the six situations – “A student called you 
by an offensive name,” “A student said things about you to make others laugh,” 
“A student threatened to hurt you,” “You were physically attacked by another 
student,” “A student broke something belonging to you on purpose,” and “A stu-
dent posted offensive pictures or text about you on the internet.” Both this 
and other scales were calibrated with a mean value of 50 and a standard 
deviation of 10. Higher values on the bullying scale indicate a higher level 
of abuse (Schulz et al., 2018). 

Results

This analysis provides results from eight countries. The predictors 
describing bullying at school were divided into three groups. The first group 
describes students’ attitudes toward their country, state institutions and 
individual responsibility (predictors: Students’ positive attitudes toward their 
country of residence, Students’ trust in civic institutions, Students’ perception 
of the importance of personal responsibility for citizenship). The second group 
characterizes students’ future citizenship activities (predictors: Students’ 
perception of the importance of conventional citizenship, Students’ expected elec-
toral participation, Students’ expected participation in illegal protest activities). 
The third group comprises students’ attitudes toward the situation at school 
(predictors: Students’ perception of openness in classroom discussions, Students’ 
participation at school). 

Table 1 shows the mutual correlations of these scales, which were cal-
culated using the aggregated data of Latvian schools. The correlations can 
be seen to be positive (except for possible illegal activities) and mostly 
statistically significant with 95% confidence. This indicates that the stu-
dents’ current attitudes toward the state and its institutions, as well as their 
activity at school, form the model of their future activity as citizens.

Table 2 shows the correlations of bullying using the scales discussed 
above across the eight countries in the Baltic Sea region considered in this 
article. This restriction was chosen because these countries have much 
in common in terms of geographical location, past, present, and possible 
future. The lowest impact of bullying is in Lithuania and Finland, but this 
cannot be related to the frequency of abuse – this is highest in Lithuania but 
lowest in Finland. A strong impact of bullying is found in Russia, Germany 
and Denmark, and a medium impact in Latvia, Estonia and Sweden.
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Table 1.	 Mutual correlations of the scales at the school level in Latvia

Scale 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1
Students’ positive attitudes 
toward their country of 
residence

1 0.42 0.40 0.44 0.32 -0.03 0.12 0.21

2 Students’ trust in civic insti-
tutions 0.42 1 0.58 0.47 0.48 -0.14 0.35 0.35

3
Students’ perception of the 
importance of personal re-
sponsibility for citizenship

0.40 0.58 1 0.49 0.51 -0.16 0.34 0.31

4
Students’ perception of the 
importance of conventional 
citizenship

0.44 0.47 0.49 1 0.49 0.20 0.25 0.42

5 Students’ expected electoral 
participation 0.32 0.48 0.51 0.49 1 -0.18 0.45 0.46

6
Students’ expected partic-
ipation in illegal protest 
activities

-0.03 -0.14 -0.16 0.20 -0.18 1 -0.28 0.01

7 Students’ perception of open-
ness in classroom discussions 0.12 0.35 0.34 0.25 0.45 -0.28 1 0.44

8 Students’ participation at 
school 0.21 0.35 0.31 0.42 0.46 0.01 0.44 1

Note. Figures in bold indicate a statistically significant correlation with 95% confidence.

Table 2. 	 Correlation of bullying at the school level with students’ opinions and 
possible civic activities

DNK DNW  EST FIN LTU LVA RUS SWE
Students’ positive attitudes 
toward their country of 
residence

-0.28 -0.14 -0.22 -0.12 -0.04 -0.31 -0.32 -0.03

Students’ trust in civic 
institutions -0.39 -0.38 -0.24 -0.19 -0.10 -0.09 -0.44 -0.40

Students’ perception of the 
importance of personal re-
sponsibility for citizenship

-0.39 -0.23 -0.15 -0.26 -0.07 -0.22 -0.31 -0.36

Students’ perception of the 
importance of conventional 
citizenship

-0.25 -0.34 0.02 -0.04 -0.08 -0.15 -0.32 -0.16

Students’ expected elector-
al participation -0.34 -0.30 -0.17 -0.03 0.04 -0.28 -0.37 -0.31

Students’ expected partic-
ipation in illegal protest 
activities

0.41 0.25 0.36 0.24 0.12 0.35 0.24 0.19

Students’ perception of 
openness in classroom 
discussions

-0.34 -0.19 -0.09 -0.05 -0.19 -0.26 -0.43 -0.32

Students’ participation at 
school 0.00 -0.43 -0.17 0.17 0.00 -0.21 -0.32 -0.03

Note. Figures in bold indicate a statistically significant correlation with 95% confidence.
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The table shows that bullying is positively correlated with the possibil-
ity of students participating in illegal protest activities in the future. This 
could be explained by the victims’ desire to do something similar to others. 
Bullying correlates negatively with other variables. Affected students have 
less positive attitudes toward their country of residence and civic institu-
tions. It is also worth noting their lower self-confidence, which is indicated 
by the negative correlation with the perception of the importance of per-
sonal responsibility for citizenship. Bullying victims are also less involved 
in classroom and school activities.

Discussion

The aim of the present article was to observe the relationship between 
bullying and students’ citizenship activities at school and in the future. 
The aggregated eight Baltic Sea region countries’ ICCS 2016 data at school 
level was used to look for an answer to the research question of the arti-
cle, which was: What is the relationship between bullying and factors that 
describe students’ attitudes toward their country, perception of future citi-
zenship activities, and perception of openness in the classroom and school? 

There is not much previous research on recognizing the relationship 
between bullying and citizenship-related issues. More often, attention has 
been paid to other issues, for example, gender differences, where the per-
centage of girls in the profile of victims of severe harassment was higher 
(Jiménez, 2019), achievement in general (Al-Raqqad et al., 2017), or read-
ing skills (Turunen et al., 2021).

The results of this research showed anegative relationship between bul-
lying and students’ perception of future citizenship activities and openness 
in the classroom and school. Our observations also highlighted a positive 
correlation in the relationship between bullying and expected participa-
tion in illegal protest activities. We can assume that bullying has a strong 
relationship with potential illegal protest activities in the future. On the 
other hand, victims also can change their behavior and become aggressive, 
unaccountable, and have a tendency to take excessive risks (Kretschmer 
et al., 2017). In summary, our findings show that bullying has an impact 
on future citizenship activities and values. Students who have no or less 
experience with bullying show a positive attitude toward citizenship activ-
ities, participation in different levels of elections, and getting information 
before voting in the future. 

The findings (Chiu et  al., 2016) show that, in general, students’ sense 
of belonging is related to their relationships in school and the teacher-stu-
dent relationship. In this survey, all eight countries show that there are 
negative relationships between bullying and attitudes toward their country 
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of residence. Again, bullying does not contribute to the formation of an 
open classroom climate for discussions. The most pronounced observers are 
in Denmark, Latvia, Russia and Sweden. Moreover, the student’s involve-
ment in the citizenship activities at the school (e. g. participation in school 
debates on similar activities, student councils or senior elections, etc.). This 
is especially common in Germany, Latvia and Russia. The greater social 
competence of students leads to better competence in solving interpersonal 
problems that might prevent students from an escalation of potential vio-
lence against him or her (Javornik et al., 2019).

Accordingly, we can conclude that a pleasant and friendly environment 
in the classroom and school is a precondition for powerful citizenship activ-
ities in the present and future. Our findings hold the idea that the envi-
ronment has a significant role in students’ development as good citizens, 
attitudes, behavior and activities. Moreover, previous evidence (Brown & 
Taylor, 2008) supports the idea that school bullying has an adverse effect 
on human capital accumulation both at and beyond school, and the adverse 
influence of bullying on educational attainment remains during adulthood. 

In conclusion, bullying is a current problem in both the physical and virtual 
learning environments and attention must be paid to possible threats of cyber-
bullying that can also be recognized outside school (Englander et al., 2017). 

Conclusions 

The research highlighted three mean results. First, negative relationship 
between bullying and students’ perception of future citizenship activities 
and openness in the classroom and school. Second, results show that bully-
ing has an impact on future citizenship activities and values. Finally, find-
ings show that students who have no or less experience with bullying show 
a positive attitude towards citizenship activities, participation in different 
levels of elections, and getting information before voting in the future. 

Research in bullying needs to be continued, nevertheless, as the issue 
of bullying has broad and deep problems both inside and outside schools, 
and this has an impact on both students’ development and the wellbeing 
of society. 
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