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TEARS AND TANTRUMS



BULLYING AND FRIENDSHIPS ARE  

ABOUT GROUPS



KEY QUESTIONS

What are the “rules” of 
friendship groups?

What happens when peer 

relationships break down? 

What role does the friendship 

group have in maintaining or 

resisting bullying? 

What is the role of humour in 

friendship groups?



FRIENDSHIPS

Friendship: a mutual relationship between two or 

more people (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 

1996).

Measuring Friendships: Has its 

basis in sociometry (Moreno, 1930) 

and involves asking children to 

nominate their friends. The number of 

“reciprocal friends” that a child has 

can then be determined.

Peer Acceptance: a measure of a 

child‟s liking by their peers. 



FRIENDSHIPS MATTER
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Children have a need to feel that they belong to 

groups

Work has started to explain the processes 

underpinning children‟s behaviour in groups, 

including the role of group membership. 

Belonging has an influential bearing 

on children‟s self-worth



ACADEMIC DEFINITIONS

Farrington (1993): Bullying is repeated oppression 
of a less powerful person, physical or 
psychological, by a more powerful person.

Smith & Sharp (1994): The systematic abuse of 
power.

Rigby (2002): Bullying involves a desire to hurt - a 
harmful action - a power imbalance - (typically) 
repetition - an unjust use of power - evident 
enjoyment by the aggressor and generally a sense 
of being oppressed on the part of the victim.

BULLYING?



Ground-breaking work conducted by 
Olweus (1978) in Scandinavia.

“Evidence from school inspections, pupil 
surveys, independent research and parent 
and child help-lines suggests that bullying 
is a significant and serious problem” 

(‘Safe to Learn’, DCSF, 2007) 

Evidence that 29.6% of UK schoolchildren 
aged 8-18 years were targets of bullying at 
time of study (Analitis et al., 2009). 

BULLYING STATS



Hawkins & Pepler (2001)

Findings:

Peers present in 88% 
of bullying episodes

Peers intervened in 
19% of all episodes

57% of interventions 
effective

Effectiveness not 
related to the nature 
of the intervention.

BYSTANDER BEHAVIOUR



Other children witness bullying 
episodes. 

Worryingly, according to Rivers et 
al. (2010) witnessing bullying can 
have a detrimental impact on 
well-being.

Important to consider peer 
relationships at the group level

BYSTANDER BEHAVIOUR



RULES OF FRIENDSHIP GROUPS

Peer group norms of inclusion 

and exclusion are felt from 

age seven years

Children learn that abiding by 

the “rules” ensures they will be 

accepted by the group

Mixing children with different 

behavioural traits can lead to 

deviancy training



INTERGROUP EMOTIONS

Experienced because 

of a group 

membership

Effects seen in 

children



Group Norm of Bullying Group: 
To be kind or unkind to others

STUDY DESIGN

Ninety children (aged 10-11 years) are allocated  to 

one of three groups at random: e.g., Jenny‟s group, 

Pete‟s group, etc.. 

They read a story in which a member of one of these 

groups, supported by other group members, bullies a 

person from one of the other groups. 

They respond to questions about the story posed in a 

questionnaire. 



Jenny’s group were looking at something together over Jenny’s shoulder as they walked; all three 
of them. They all laughed.

Debbie’s phone beeped: a text message. She fished it out of her bag, and read the 
message;

How r u, Debbie? Who cares?
U r such a loser!

It was from Jenny and her group. Debbie wiped away a tear, and put her phone away 
quickly. She had hoped things would be alright tonight. Shakily, she said good-bye to the others, 
pushed open her garden gate, and let herself into the empty house. She started to cry to herself.

GROUP NORMS STUDY
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Describes groups walking home from school

Highlights the norm of bullying group (kind or unkind to others)



GROUP NORMS: IS BULLYING MEAN?
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Ingroup identification 

enhances children’s reactions. 

Intergroup emotions are 

(generally) experienced more 

keenly by those who are highly 

identified with a group.

(e.g., Nesdale, Maass, Kiesner, 

Griffiths, Durkin, & James, 

2009; Nesdale & Pelyhe, 2009)

FRIENDSHIP GROUP IDENTIFICATION



PRIDE IN GROUP BULLYING
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ANGER IN GROUP BULLYING
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WHY DO GROUP EMOTIONS MATTER?

19

Group-

Based 

Pride 

0.58*

0.52*

Group-

Based 

Anger 

Affiliating with the 

perpetrator‟s group

Telling an adult



Identification can also be an outcome of intergroup 

processes, reflecting how committed individuals are 

to the group. 

This is in line with Cialdini et al.‟s (1976) work on 

„basking in reflected glory‟ and „cutting off reflected 

failure‟ (Cialdini & Richardson,1980)

Stability and permeability of group boundaries 

affect identification (Ellemers, 1993)

IDENTIFICATION AS EFFECT



Not been looked at in 

children... ....or in 

bullying contexts

IDENTIFICATION AS EFFECT

Is ingroup identification 

used as an identity 

management strategy 

among primary school 

children faced with a 

bullying scenario?

In what circumstances?



Work has shown that children are sensitive to group 
norms in bullying contexts (Nesdale, Maass, Durkin, & 
Griffiths, 2005; Nesdale et al., 2008; Ojala & Nesdale, 
2004).

Counter-normative behaviour is threatening to the 
group image. 

GROUP THREAT



IDENTIFICATION STUDY

Group-Relevant 

Event

Ingroup 

Identification

Norm 

Consistency

Initial

Ingroup

Identification

1. In the perpetrator group, where the bullying behaviour is norm 

inconsistent (and therefore threatening to the group) only high initial 

identifiers will show high identification after learning about the incident.

2. Identity management will be more apparent among older children.



EFFECTS ON IDENTIFICATION
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Structural variables impact on children‟s 

responses to bullying, in line with the adult 

literature. 

When faced with the threat of a norm 

inconsistent bullying behaviour, the 

identification of high, but not low, initial 

identifiers with the perpetrating group is 

enhanced. 

Age affects children‟s identification, 

dependent upon initial identification.

Thus interventions might usefully be tailored 

not just to the bullying incident at hand, but 

to each child‟s associations with those 

involved in it. 

CONCLUSIONS



Illegitimacy appraisals are often antecedent to 

group-based anger (e.g., Leach, Iyer & Pederson, 2006)

Anger, in turn, is linked with wanting to take action 

against a harming group (e.g., Smith, 1993)

What  are  the antecendent appraisals of bullying that lead to 

group-based anger?

Does group-based anger about group bullying elicit a 

tendency to want to stop the bullying? 

ANGER STUDY



HYPOTHESES

GROUP 

MEMBERSHIP

ANGER

IDENTIFICATIONLEGITIMACY

PERPETRATOR’S  
GROUP NORMS

Children will  respond as ‘peer group’ members to the extent they (a) identify with their 
assigned group, (b) judge the intergroup bullying as illegitimate, and (c) judge the 
bullying as counter-normative. 

STOP 

BEHAVIOUR



Anger is inhibited when a 
behaviour is ambiguous
(e.g., De Lemus, Spears, & 
Moya, 2009)

Do different construals lead 
to different group-based 
emotions when the bullying is 
ambiguous?

APPRAISALS

U were rubbish in PE today, 

Debbie!

U were great in PE today, 

Debbie!
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EFFECTS ON ANGER



U were rubbish in PE 

today, Debbie!
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Nothing.....

U were great in PE 

today, Debbie!



ACTION TENDENCIES

32

Anger

Telling an 

adult

β - 0.40**

U were rubbish in PE 

today, Debbie!

β - 0.90, n.s.

U were great in PE 

today, Debbie!



Target‟s group members get angrier than 

perpetrator‟s group members, especially when their 

ingroup identification is high. 

Anger  among perpetrator „s group members is 

enhanced by illegitimacy appraisals, and by a 

cooperative normative context...

....but is inhibited if the bullying is 

appraised as ambiguous.

It is linked to a tendency to stop the bullying 

behaviour. 

There is a need to focus at the group-level when 

tackling bullying

CONCLUSIONS



IMPLICATIONS

• Peer group memberships have an important bearing 

on what children feel, and these feelings are linked to 

what children think they would do in response to 

bullying. 

• Asking children why they might experience a sense of 

pride if they were part of a peer group  engaging in 

bullying, and how best to act (or not act) upon this 

feeling.

• Effective intervention might therefore involve 

encouraging children to question peer group norms 

that condone treating other children badly

• Provides a theoretical and empirical foundation for 

peer support interventions, by invoking the role of 

group-based emotions



Get real! 

All of the work that has applied social identity (theory) to 

bullying has been quantitative (and mainly 

experimental).....

GET REAL! 

Get Real! 



Within 51 cases reported to us, there were 23 

cases where a single target was bullied by a 

group of children, but the target was then 

supported by other children. 

Children (friends of the bullied) approached me and told 

me about what had happened, giving me names of the 

bullies, also of other children who could corroborate their 

story.[ ....] they had not approached any other teachers 

or informed their parents (P 19, 11-13 years)

I discovered that a group of girls in my class were bullying one particular child ... 

there were about 7 or 8 involved altogether (P30, 10-11 years).

(REAL) GROUPS AND BULLYING



Defenders are those children who “take sides with 
the victims, comforting and supporting them”

Defenders tend to:

be emotionally stable 

be cognitively skilled 

be empathic

have high self-efficacy

High levels of defending behaviour under 
conditions of high perceived peer pressure, even 
when personal responsibility for intervening was 
low. 

DEFENDERS



Social network 

research has 

shown that 

defenders are 

well-liked and 

popular among 

their peers. 

SOCIAL NETWORKS



Salmivalli, Voeten, and Poskiparta

(2011) showed that defending the 

victim was negatively associated 

with the frequency of bullying in a 

classroom. 

Sainio et al. (2011) found that 

being defended was positively 

related to victims‟ adjustment and 

social status. 

What about the effect of 

defenders over time on 

bullying at the peer 

(friendship) group level?

EFFECTS OF DEFENDERS



Sample of 1 234 UK children, aged 

11-13 years. 

Data were collected at two time 

points – Autumn and Summer 

Terms.  

Children completed peer 

nominations of peer victimization.

ESRC HUMOUR AND BULLYING 

PROJECT



Children were asked to 

nominate a best friend, 

and their friends, in the 

class.

They were asked to give 

each classmate a rating 

from 1 “dislike very much”, 

to 5 “like very much”. 

ESRC HUMOUR AND BULLYING 

PROJECT



Network variable: Reciprocated friendship

1143 actors

SIENA: DEPENDENT VARIABLES

Observation 1 2

Average 

degree

2.24 2.00

Number of ties 1281 1140

0->0 0-

>1

1->0 1-

>1

Distance Jaccard

index

650612 760 901 380 1424 0.186



Behavioural variables: 

Victimization (peer-nominated)

Defending (peer-nominated)

Affiliative humour (peer-nominated)

Self-defeating humour (peer-nominated)

Peer acceptance

Missing data: Changes between observation waves:

DEPENDENT VARIABLES

Observation 1 2 Overall

Defending 249 270 23%

Victimization 248 270 23%

Affiliative 247 270 23%

Self-defeating 247 270 23%

Peer acceptance 255 327 26%

Down Up Constant

Defending 216 269 238

Victimization 190 259 275

Affiliative 187 304 234

Self-defeating 112 282 331

Peer acceptance 181 187 302



Ego

Alter

F
rie

n
d
s
h
ip

Friends in 

common?

Already 

has 

friends?

Network Dependent Variable

MODEL - Friendship, defending, and (peer nominated) victimization

Self

Network

Key: 

-ve

+ve



Ego

Alter

F
rie

n
d
s
h
ip

Friends in 

common?

Already 

has 

friends?

Network Dependent Variable

MODEL - Friendship, defending, and (peer nominated) victimization

Self

Network

Key: 

-ve

+ve



Victimization
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Victimization
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Defending Victimization
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Four dimensions:

Self-enhancing (e.g. ‘My humorous outlook on life keeps me from 
getting too upset or depressed about things’).

Aggressive (e.g. ‘If someone makes a mistake I often tease them 
about it’)

Affiliative (e.g. ‘I enjoy making people laugh’)

Self-defeating (e.g. ‘I often try to make people like me or accept me 
more by saying something funny about my own weaknesses, 
blunders or faults

HUMOUR AND BULLYING



Links between humour and social 
competence

Children who are bullied at a 
disadvantage with respect to the 
development of humour 
competence. 

Gravitate to self-defeating humour

Self-defeating humour as a risk 
factor for victimisation

HUMOUR AND BULLYING



CAN YOU LAUGH BULLYING OFF?

Victimisation Humour use



YES AND NO.....
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IMPLICATIONS 

• Spread of defending and 

affiliative humour

• Affiliative humour promotes 

peer acceptance (which in 

turn reduces victimization).

• A child’s defending 

behaviour promotes their 

peer acceptance (which in 

turn reduces victimization).



IMPLICATIONS 

• Why no direct impact of 

defending?

• A  role of the peer group in 

reducing victimization may be 

through the sharing of adaptive 

skills for individual to defend 

themselves with, rather through 

overt defence of them.

• How the effect of group-

identification might vary 

depending on group norms could 

also be examined, given Polozzi

and Gini‟s (2010) finding that 

perceived peer group pressure 

predicted defending behavior even 

when personal responsibility for 

intervening was low. 



PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Importance of friendship 

groups within schools and the 

role of pro-social defending 

behaviour and affiliative

humour style in protecting 

against victimization.



SUMMARY 

We aimed to explore the effect of 
peer behaviour, on peer 
victimization. 

 The longitudinal design allowed us 
to look at the cause-effect 
relationship between defending and 
humour style and later levels of 
victimization.

 Combined with social network 
analysis, it also allowed us to 
investigate whether any 
homogeneity within peer groups in 
defending behaviour or humour 
style was due to similar people 
becoming friends or due to friends 
influencing each other.



SUMMARY 

Pro-social and adaptive 

behaviours (defending, 

affiliative humour) spread 

through friendship groups.

Affiliative humour reduces 

victimization (via peer 

acceptance), but victimization 

reduces affiliative humour: 

the spread of affiliative

humour from peers could 

break the cycle.



SUMMARY 

 Friends‟ defending behaviour 

reduces victimization via the 

individual‟s own defending 

behaviour and its impact on peer 

acceptance. 

We now need to better understand 

the role of humour style and 

defending behaviour in protecting 

against victimization and against its 

consequences for mental health, as 

a basis for developing anti-bullying 

interventions encouraging effective 

intragroup defending of victims. 
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A CLASS NETWORK
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CORRELATIONS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Mean 3.76 4.37 7.41 7.96 0.79 0.80 3.27 3.30 -- 0.29 0.30

SD 7.27 8.02 5.84 6.42 0.60 0.63 0.56 1.98 -- 0.32 0.30

1. Time 1 Peer Victimization

2. Time 2 Peer Victimization .748***

3. Time 1 % Defenders in Group .115** .038

4. Time 2 % Defenders in Group .138** .150** .248***

5. Time 1 N of Membership Groups -.212*** -.212*** .055 .030

6. Time 2 N of Membership Groups -.161*** -.216*** -.042 .027 .286***

7. Time 1 Peer Acceptance -.385*** -.369*** .030 -.033 .365*** .259***

8. Time 2 Peer Acceptance -.096* -.123** .043 .014 -.009 .143*** .122**

9. Gender .133*** .112** -.045 -.059 -.115** -.065 -.103**

10. Time 1 % of Networked Group 

Members in Membership Groups

.059 .014 .077 .085 .103* .045 -.078 -.013 -.041

11. Time 2 % of Networked Group 

Members in Membership Groups

.146*** .102** .051 .122** -.028 .032 -.014 .068 .162*** .097

*p < .05; **p < .01, ***p < .001. 



Network Dynamics –

on Friendship

Effect Estimate SE t

1 Rate 4.90 0.31 15.79 ***

2 Degree -0.74 0.04 -18.01 ***

3 Transitive triads 0.36 0.03 13.98 ***

Behaviour Dynamics –

On Defending

Effect Estimate SE t

4 Rate 12.44 0.81 15.35 ***

5 Linear shape -0.16 0.02 -8.06 ***

6
Quadratic shape 0.16 0.01 11.89 ***

Behaviour Dynamics – on Victimization

Effect Estimate SE t

7 Rate 8.06 0.53 15.30 ***

8 Linear shape -0.24 0.02 -9.87 ***

9 Quadratic shape 0.19 0.02 7.86 ***

10
Average alters‟ defending 0.01 0.10 0.06

11
Quadratic x Average alters‟ 

defending -0.01 0.10 -0.08

MODEL - Friendship, defending, and (peer nominated) victimization



Network Dynamics –

on Friendship

Effect Estimate SE t

1 Rate 4.86 0.63 7.66 ***

2 Degree -0.79 0.09 -8.34 ***

3 Transitive triads 0.37 0.04 10.41 ***

4 Similarity (defending) 0.65 0.78 0.83

Behaviour Dynamics –

On Defending

Effect Estimate SE t

5 Rate 13.71 2.05 6.68 ***

6 Linear shape -0.17 0.02 -7.35 ***

7
Quadratic shape 0.14 0.02 6.40 ***

8
Average alter’s defending 0.16 0.06 2.63 **

9
Effect from peer acceptance 0.03 0.11 0.31

1
0 Effect from victimization -0.01 0.05 -0.14

Behaviour Dynamics – on Victimization

Effect Estimate SE t

16 Rate 8.36 1.15 7.28 ***

17 Linear shape -0.23 0.03 -6.58 ***

18 Quadratic shape 0.17 0.02 7.26 ***

19
Effect from defending 0.00 0.04 -0.08

20
Effect from peer acceptance -0.26 0.11 -2.51 *

Behaviour Dynamics –

on Peer acceptance

Effect Estimate SE t

11
Rate 1.20 0.16 7.73 ***

12
Linear shape 0.09 0.22 0.42

13
Quadratic shape -1.63 0.30 -5.45 ***

14
Effect from defending 0.28 0.13 2.09 *

15
Effect from victimization -0.58 0.22 -2.60 **

RESULTS - Friendship, defending, peer acceptance, 

and (peer nominated) victimization



Network Dynamics –

on Friendship

Effect Estimate SE t

1 Rate 4.90 0.31 16.05 ***

2 Degree -0.78 0.05 -14.53 ***

3 Transitive triads 0.36 0.03 11.31 ***

4 Similarity (affiliative) 0.75 0.36 2.08 *

Behaviour Dynamics –

on Affiliative humour

Effect Estimate SE t

5 Rate 6.68 0.74 9.06 ***

6 Linear shape 0.06 0.03 2.23 *

7
Quadratic shape 0.05 0.03 1.96 *

8
Average alter’s affiliative humour 0.32 0.07 4.65 ***

9
Effect from peer acceptance 0.04 0.09 0.47

1
0 Effect from victimization -0.05 0.04 -1.50

Behaviour Dynamics – on Victimization

Effect Estimate SE t

16 Rate 8.29 0.70 11.89 ***

17 Linear shape -0.23 0.03 -7.13 ***

18 Quadratic shape 0.17 0.03 6.12 ***

19
Effect from affiliative humour -0.04 0.03 -1.36

20
Effect from peer acceptance -0.23 0.10 -2.37 *

Behaviour Dynamics –

on Peer acceptance

Effect Estimate SE t

11
Rate 1.23 0.18 6.76 ***

12
Linear shape 0.11 0.11 0.94

13
Quadratic shape -1.64 0.23 -7.07 ***

14
Effect from affiliative humour 0.29 0.13 2.29 *

15
Effect from victimization -0.55 0.16 -3.44 ***

RESULTS - Friendship, affiliative humour, peer acceptance, 

and (peer nominated) victimization



Network Dynamics –

on Friendship

Effect Estimate SE t

1 Rate 4.90 0.34 14.61 ***

2 Degree -0.74 0.05 -16.29 ***

3 Transitive triads 0.36 0.04 9.18 ***

4
Similarity (self-
defeating) 0.03 0.20 0.14

Behaviour Dynamics –

on self-defeating humour

Effect Estimate SE t

5 Rate 27.51 2.51 10.98 ***

6
Linear shape -0.75 0.04

-
16.90 ***

7
Quadratic shape 0.28 0.03 9.39 ***

8
Average alter’s self-defeating humour 0.18 0.05 3.43 ***

9
Effect from peer acceptance -0.04 0.07 -0.58

1
0 Effect from victimization 0.08 0.03 2.96 **

Behaviour Dynamics – on Victimization

Effect Estimate SE t

16 Rate 8.79 1.17 7.50 ***

17 Linear shape -0.23 0.03 -7.33 ***

18 Quadratic shape 0.16 0.02 7.74 ***

19
Effect from self-defeating 

humour 0.07 0.07 0.92

20
Effect from peer acceptance -0.27 0.08 -3.37 ***

Behaviour Dynamics –

on Peer acceptance

Effect Estimate SE t

11
Rate 1.17 0.11 10.22 ***

12
Linear shape 0.08 0.14 0.54

13
Quadratic shape -1.70 0.35 -4.88 ***

14
Effect from self-defeating humour 0.36 0.32 1.10

15
Effect from victimization -0.77 0.26 -2.95 **

RESULTS - Friendship, self-defeating humour, peer acceptance, 

and (peer nominated) victimization


