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Abstract
Childhood bullying leads to life-long scars and hinders adult development. Schoolchildren involved in bullying are at risk of developing
behavioural difficulties, physical health problems and suicidal ideation. This research aimed to evaluate the bullying experience of
pupils in Nigerian primary schools.
The study is a cross-sectional analytic survey conducted from June to November 2019. A total of 1080 pupils in participated in the

study. A self-report questionnaire containing 3 questions was used for collecting data. Analysis of the collected data was done using
percentage and Chi-Squared at 0.05 probability level.
Results indicate that 51.4% of the male pupils and 50.8% of females reported being victims of bullying. 51.8% of the males and

49.5% of females were found to be perpetrators of bullying. 39.6% of the males and 42.9% of the females were bystanders of
bullying. 35.1% of the males and 34.1% of females have experienced any 2 of the categories while 11.2% of the males and 12.4% of
the females have experienced all the categories of bullying. Results show a non-significant difference betweenmale and female pupils
on bullying victimization (x2= .036, P= .849), bullying perpetration (x2= .589, P= .443), and bullying bystander problem (x2=1.194,
P= .275).
In conclusion, school bullying is an increasing problem among Nigerian schoolchildren. Initiatives must, therefore, be taken by the

Nigerian government to further prevent and counter bullying problem in Nigerian primary schools. Interventions aimed at helping
schools to develop effective policies to reduce bullying behaviour among pupils should be initiated.

Abbreviations: x2 = Chi-Squared, BEQ = bullying experience questionnaire.

Keywords: bullying, bystander, perpetrator, primary schools, pupils, victim

1. Introduction

Childhood bullying leads to life-long scars and hinders adult
development. Children involved in bullying are at risk of
developing behavioural difficulties, physical health problems
and suicidal ideation.[1–4] Bullying problem affects up to half of
children and adolescents worldwide.[5] Bullying is usually defined
as a form of aggression in which 1 or more children known as the
perpetrator (s) intend to harm or disturb another child known as
the victim who is perceived as being unable to defend himself or
herself.[6] Typically, a power imbalance exists between the
perpetrator and the victim, with the perpetrator being either
physically or psychologically more powerful.[7] Often, the
perpetrator uses bullying as a means to establish dominance or
maintain status.[8,9] In addition, bullying behaviors tend to occur
repeatedly.[10,11] Such behaviors include name-calling, physically
assaulting, threatening, stealing, vandalizing, slandering, exclud-
ing, and taunting.[12] Regardless of which behavior is chosen,
bullying is marked by intense intimidation that creates a pattern
of humiliation, abuse, and fear for the victim.[8]

Bullying can be considered the most prevalent form of youth
violence and may escalate into extremely serious forms of
antisocial behaviors.[13] Even if the majority of children in a class
do not participate in active bullying behavior, they may behave in
ways which make the beginning and continuation of the bullying
process possible. This matters more than their real attitude to

Editor: Shahrzad Bazargan-Hejazi.

The authors have no conflicts of interests to disclose.

The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current study are
available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
a Department of Human Kinetics and Health Education, University of Nigeria,
Nsukka, Enugu State, b Department of Human Kinetics and Health Education,
Ebonyi State University, Abakaliki, Ebonyi State, Nigeria, c Postdoctoral fellow,
dHost, Professor and Head, School of Education Studies, Faculty of Education,
University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa, e Department of
Educational Foundations, f Institute of Education, University of Nigeria, Nsukka,
Enugu State, g Department of Educational Foundation, Alex-Ekwueme Federal
University Ndufu Alike Ikwo, Ebonyi State, h Department of Home Science and
Management, University of Nigeria Nsukka, Enugu State, Nigeria.
∗
Correspondence: MaryJoy Umoke, Department of Human Kinetics and Health

Education, Ebonyi State University, Abakaliki, Ebonyi State, Nigeria
(e-mail: maryjoy4umoke@gmail.com).

Copyright © 2020 the Author(s). Published by Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc.
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-Non Commercial License 4.0 (CCBY-NC), where it is
permissible to download, share, remix, transform, and buildup the work provided
it is properly cited. The work cannot be used commercially without permission
from the journal.

How to cite this article: Umoke PC, Umoke M, Ugwuanyi CS, Okeke CI, Eseadi
C, Onuorah AR, Ugwu GC, Obiweluozo PE, Uzodinma UE, Uwakwe RC, Uba
MB, Ebizie EN, Onyeke NG, Otu MS. Bullying experience of pupils in Nigerian
primary schools. Medicine 2020;99:39(e22409).

Received: 20 May 2020 / Received in final form: 9 August 2020 / Accepted: 28
August 2020

http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/MD.0000000000022409

Observational Study Medicine®

OPEN

1

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1711-7558
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1711-7558
mailto:maryjoy4umoke@gmail.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/MD.0000000000022409


bullying. Even the ignoring of what is going on between the bully
and his/her victim may be interpreted by the bully as approval of
his/her behavior. Not only do the roles of the bullies and the
victims constitute an important element in the bullying process,
but so, too, do the roles of “the others.”We refer to these roles as
bystander roles.
Research[14] showed that among elementary students, peers

were present in 85% of bullying incidents, thus, majority of
students report that they witnessed school bullying. It has been
reported that regardless of the form of criminal offending,
somehow it appears to be derived from an early-onset trajectory
of aggressive behavior in childhood.[15] Bullying peers can clearly
be considered as 1 component of this early-onset trajectory.
Psychological and other aspects of environmental-based factors
have been considered in relation to bullying tendencies in
schoolchildren by scholars.[1–4] Studies investigating more
proximal factors such as family context have shown associations
between maltreatment,[16] parental conflicts,[17,18] parental
depression,[19] low socioeconomic status,[20] and low cognitive
stimulation[21] in children being involved in bullying. Identifica-
tion of early factors that may increase young childrens risk of
being involved in bullying may guide prevention strategies for
reducing bullying behaviors and has the potential to change the
trajectory of children at risk for becoming involved in persistent
bullying.[22]

Studies indicate varying frequencies of bullying incidents in
children both in Nigeria and elsewhere. For instance, a cross-
sectional study of 1192 Nigerian middle school students
regarding the prevalence and correlates of bullying found
59.9% bullying prevalence rate, with male students being more
likely to bully compared to female students.[23] A survey
conducted in Romania using 264 students in grades 5 to 8
who were between the ages of 10 and 14 years old found that
3.8% of the students were bullies, while 40.5% were regularly
bullied by fellow students.[24] A 2019 survey report showed that
12.2% of 5th to 10th graders and those in upper secondary
schools in Norway indicated being rarely bullied, 1.4% reported
being bullied severally in a week.[25] Another report showed that
in 2019/2020 academic year in Norwegian schools, 59.6% of the
pupils said they were bullied by 1 or several pupils in their
class.[26] A study which compared bullying and victimization
incidents among boys and girls in 40 countries found that
bullying incidents differed across countries, with prevalence rates
of 8.6% to 45.2% for boys, and 4.8% to 35.8% for girls.[27]

However, there is a dearth of empirical data regarding bullying
among primary school pupils in Nigeria. The present study aimed
to investigate the bullying experience in a representative sample
of primary school children in Nigeria.

2. Method

2.1. Research design, setting and participants

This study is a cross-sectional analytic survey conducted in rural,
public primary schools in Nigeria from June to November 2019.
Nigeria has a federal system of government with 36 states and the
Federal Capital Territory of Abuja including 744 local govern-
ments in total. It is a multi-ethnic society with an education
system encompasses 3 different sectors: basic education (9 years),
post-basic/senior secondary education (3 years), and tertiary
education (4 to 6 years, depending on the program of study). The
approval for conducting the study was obtained by the authors

from the Faculty of Education Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Nigeria Nsukka. Parents of the participants gave
written informed consent. The researchers also complied with the
ethical requirements for conducting research with human
participants as stated in the World Medical Association’s
Declaration of Helsinki. The researchers maintained confidenti-
ality through the avoidance of specific personal identifiers in the
research instrument.
A total number of 1080 pupils (490 males, 45.4%; and 590

females, 54.6%) randomly selected from 72 rural, public primary
schools, 2 schools from each States across Nigeria participated in
the study, with each school contributing 15 pupils. The inclusion
criteria included approval by the school to allow the researchers
to collect the needed data, participants parents informed consent
and being a public primary school pupil in class 5. The sample
size was calculated in view of an a priori power of 95% at a
significant level of 0.05 for Chi-Squared goodness-of-fit analysis
as determined using G∗Power 3.1.9.4 software.[28,29] A mini-
mum sample size of 220 was suggested by the power estimation.

3. Outcome measure

Bullying experience questionnaire (BEQ): The bullying experi-
ence questionnaire which was developed by the researchers
contains 3 questions which describe the pupils experience as a
perpetrator, victim or bystander during the current academic
session. Pupils answered by circling Yes or No. In the BEQ, the
pupils were asked the following questions:

1. Have you been bullied (hit, kicked, threatened, locked inside a
classroom, sent nasty notes, said nasty, and unpleasant things
to) this academic session?

2. Have you bullied someone this academic session?
3. Have you witnessed someone being bullied this academic

session?

The reliability coefficient for the BEQ is 0.83 using K-R 21
formula.

4. Data collection and analysis procedure

The questionnaires were administered to pupils by teachers who
were not the pupils usual teachers. Standardized instructions
were available. Teachers were asked to explain to the pupils that
the questionnaires were about how much bullying takes place in
school; that it was important to answer the questions truthfully;
and to stress to the pupils that they did not have to put their
names on the questionnaires and that no 1 would know that it
was them who had filled it in. The pupils sat separately without
talking to or copying each other. If there were any pupil (s) who
had difficulties in filling in the questionnaire, teachers were
advised to put them separately in small groups and have someone
else go through it with them. Pupils were asked to fill in the date,
school and class and to give their answers to the questions by
circling the letter next to their response choice. Examples of how
to do this were given and read out to the pupils to ensure that they
understood. It was then left to the teachers discretion as to
whether or not they read out each individual question or let the
pupils continue at their own pace. Before the questions, the
definition of bullying was read out and explained. After
completion, with no time-limit imposed, the questionnaires were
placed in an envelope and sealed. Percentage and Chi-Squared
were used to analyze data from this study. We also screened for
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missing data and there was no missing data. Statistical analyses
were all carried out using IBM SPSS, version 22. Results were
deemed significant at P� .05.

5. Result

Table 1 which shows the results of the Chi-Squared test for
independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated that
51.4% of the male pupil and 50.8% of females reported being
victims of bullying. No significant difference was found between
male and female pupils on bullying victimization (that is, being
bullied), x2 (1, n=1080) = .036, P= .849, phi=–.006.
Regarding bullying perpetration, 51.8% of the males and

49.5% of females were found to be perpetrators of bullying. No
significant difference was found between male and female pupils
on bullying perpetration, x2 (1, n=1080) = .589, P= .443,
phi=–.023.
Further, the proportion of male pupils who are bystanders

against the proportion of females was analyzed. The result shows
that 39.6% of the males and 42.9% of the females were
bystanders of bullying. No significant difference was found

between male and female on bystander problem, x2 (1, n=1080)
=1.194, P= .275, phi= .033.
An analysis was done to ascertain the proportion of male and

female pupils who have experienced any 2 or all of the categories
(being a victim, perpetrator and bystander). The result shows that
35.1%of themales and 34.1%of females have experienced any 2
of the categories while 11.2% of the males and 12.4% of the
females have experienced all the categories of bullying (see Fig. 1
for clarity).

6. Discussion

This study aimed to evaluate the bullying experience of pupils in
Nigerian primary schools within a cross-sectional design based
on the use of a self-report questionnaire for data collection. The
current study revealed a high degree of bullying victimization,
bullying perpetration and bullying bystander problems among
the pupils. No significant difference exists between male and
female pupils in their experience of bullying. Findings from past
studies[20,30] showed that girls were highly non-involved in
bullying, victimization and bystander problems than boys.

Table 1

Bullying experience of pupils according to gender in Nigerian primary schools.

Male N (%) Female N (%) x2 P Phi

Victim of bullying No 238 (48.6) 290 (49.2) .036 .849 �.006
Yes 252 (51.4) 300 (50.8)

Perpetrator of bullying No 236 (48.2) 298 (50.5) .589 .443 �.023
Yes 254 (51.8) 292 (49.5)

Bullying bystander No 296 (60.4) 337 (57.1) 1.194 .275 .033
Yes 194 (39.6) 253 (42.9)

Either 2 or more bullying experience No 263 (53.7) 316 (53.6) .381 .826 .019
Yes to 2 172 (35.1) 201 (34.1)
Yes to all 55 (11.2) 73 (12.4)

Figure 1. Bullying experience of pupils according to gender.
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Although the frequency of being bullied may decrease with age,
the frequency of bullying others does not.[31] Trends have shown
that most bullying occurs in the playground or the classroom and
calling children nasty names and beating other children are
popular forms of bullying which have been reported consistently
by studies.[6,12,13] Using a randomized cluster sampling, a cross-
sectional investigation of 723 Norwegian adolescent-students
between 12 to 18 years old revealed that 13% of the students
were being bullied with no gender differences whereas, in terms of
bullying others, more males than female students were involved
in this.[32] In Kuwaiti high schools, a study showed that bullying
incidents among 9th and 10th graders range between 41.6% and
71.1% among males and between 10 and 81.4% among females,
however, victimization ranges between 46.2% and 87.9%
among males and between 42.7% and 80.8% among females.[33]

In Sweden, school bullying prevalence is shown to be 6.3%
among females, whereas 41.4% was found among males in
Lithuania.[34] A meta-analytic study using 80 research articles
with a total sample of 335,500 respondents reported mean
prevalence rates of 35% for traditional bullying incidents.[35]

Study shows that among middle-school students, 20% bullying
incident was reported in the United Arab Emirates while 39%
bullying incident was reported in Oman.[36] Among United States
youths, study reports an estimate of 13.0% bullies, 10.6%
victims, and 6.3% bully victims.[7]

In a study conducted in Nigerian schools by Egbochuku[37] it
was reported that almost 4 in every 5 participants (78%) reported
being bullied and 85% of the children admitted to bullying others
at least once. The study further indicated that more than half of
the students (62%) were bullied and 30% bullied others.
Similarly, another Nigerian study by Aluede and Fajoju revealed
that majority of the respondents (62.4%) have been victims of
bullying, while 29.6%of the respondents indicated that they have
bullied others within the academic session.[38] A situational
analysis survey of school violence in Nigeria according to Federal
Ministry of Education[39] revealed that physical violence and
psychological violence accounted for 85% and 50% respectively
of the bulk of violence against children in schools. Across school
location, physical violence was more prevalent in rural (90%)
than in the urban areas (80%). Across region, physical violence in
schools is higher in Southern Nigeria (90%) than in the Northern
region (79%); in the case of psychological violence, 61% in
Southern Nigeria and 38.7% in Northern Nigeria. Thus, the
incidence of bullying problem is high in Nigerian schools. Our
research confirms this report showing that school bullying is a
significant problem in Nigeria. Previous studies indicate that if
school bullying is not tackled, its consequences could be
devastating to both the bullies and victims.[10,40–42] Given that
the success of interventions which aimed to reduce bullying has
been demonstrated elsewhere,[43] it is likely that similar programs
in Nigeria would have a positive impact. Thus, intervention
efforts to prevent bullying in schools by the government should be
intensified. Also, psychosocial interventions aimed at helping
schools to develop effective policies to reduce bullying behavior
among pupils should be initiated. An anti-bullying policy with
clear guidelines on actions to be taken to combat bullying in the
schools should be developed.
Some studies have suggested male gender as a risk factor for

bullying and perpetration[44,45] but this difference was not seen in
our current study. A plausible explanation for this disparity could
be due to the fact that our study was conducted specifically
among pupils in rural primary schools and it was the pupils who

responded to the questionnaires. More so, while some studies
demonstrated that boys are more often the victims when various
forms of bullying are considered,[45,46] other studies reported that
frequently, girls indirectly indulge in bullying.[47,48] A Romanian
survey reported that girls displayed bullying behavior more often
than boys.[24] As such reports in respect to gender as a risk factor
for bullying could be described as mixed. Another plausible
explanation for the disparity in research findings could be due to
the size of the sample, nature of questions posed, number of
questions, and type of outcomemeasure used to evaluate bullying
problems in children. In addition, in some previous studies,
teachers,[49,50] peer nominations,[51,52] and parents[53,54] were
used to provide data regarding bullying experiences of school-
children. These approaches could have also introduced some level
of response bias, thus, 1 cannot rule out the possibility of
differences in findings across studies. Besides, our results suggest
that bullying is a significant problem among male and female
pupils in rural primary schools in Nigeria. Therefore, school-
driven, evidence-based bullying prevention interventions and
anti-bullying curriculum should not only focus on males; female
pupils in the rural schools should also be targeted in any effort
directed at reducing school bullying and its adverse effects.
Additionally, the prevalence of bullying in some studies[53] was

found tobe lower thanours.One thing thatmust be borne inmind is
that our study did not consider cyberbullying like most previous
studies. Moreover, there are chances that results might differ across
studies if pupils school location (i.e., rural/urban)wasnot considered
as a possible confounding factor. In a previous nationally-
representative survey of 13,710 children in 6th to 10th grades in
the United States, the prevalence of all forms of bullying among
students was found to be 37.3%; in terms of the degree of the
bullying problem, moderate bullying was found to be 12.6%, while
frequent bullying was found to be 6.6%.[44] The method of
measurement and estimation of bullying behavior might also
influence study results.[55] A study which investigated bullying
reports of 5th graders and their parents from an urban, ethnically
diverse school district showed that students reports of their rates of
bullying perpetration and victimization were greater than those
reported by their parents who were having no knowledge regarding
whether their childrenbulliedothersornot.[56] Inaprevious studyby
Elgar et al., the incidence of school-bullyingwas alsonoted to vary in
respect to rates of income inequality across thirty seven countries.[57]

UNESCO report showed that bullying victimization in Europe, for
instance, is reported among 1 in 4 schoolchildren to closely 1 in 2
schoolchildren in sub-Saharan Africa.[58]

The limitations of the present study cannot be ignored. Pupils
age was not considered as an essential confounding factor,
whereas it is possible that pupils do have different bullying
experiences when compared to matured students. Also, pupils
report of bullying experience was essentially based on self-report
measure, as a result, we cannot rule out self-reporting bias. Also,
respondents were attending rural, public primary schools;
differences in bullying experience could be found if pupils in
urban, public primary schools or private primary schools are
evaluated. Further prospective studies are required in this respect
that could use interviews, parent-rated and/or teacher-rated to
report pupils bullying experience.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, our study demonstrated that no significant
difference exists between the male and female pupils on bullying
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victimization, bullying perpetration, and bystander problem.
Although we did not find any significant difference between male
and female pupils in the 3 bullying experiences analyzed, the
study promotes the development of effective policies to reduce
bullying behavior among pupils. Interventions aimed at assisting
schools to develop effective policies and gender-inclusive
interventions to reduce bullying behavior among pupils should
be supported.
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