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Abstract 

The role of resilience in the relationship between bullying behaviours, victimisation 

experiences, and self-efficacy was examined.  Three hundred and 93 (191 male, 202 female) 

adolescents (mean age = 15.88, SD = .64) from schools in Coimbatore, India completed scales to 

assess bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences, resilience, and self-efficacy.  

Multigroup SEM, with separate groups created according to participant sex, revealed that 

resilience mediated the relationship between bullying behaviours and self-efficacy in males.  

Males engaged in bullying behaviours and experienced victimisation more frequently than 

females.  The findings of the study have implication for designing intervention programs to 

enhance resilience among adolescents and young adults to enable them to manage bullying 

behaviours.  
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Bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences among adolescent and young adult 

students: The role of resilience  

Interest in school bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences as topics of 

psychological research was prompted by Olweus’ work in Scandinavia in the 1970s (Olweus, 

1978).  Since then numerous studies have been conducted and have yielded evidence that 

engaging in bullying behaviours and experiencing victimisation are significant life-events for 

many adolescents (Eslea et al., 2004).  More recently, bullying behaviours and victimisation 

experiences have been examined in a range of countries (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011), although 

comparably little is known about the experiences of those from India.  Bullying refers to any 

repeated and ongoing negative behaviour that induces fear in another individual (Espelage & 

Swearer, 2003; Olweus, 1993).  Bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences, can take 

many forms including verbal, social, or physical and these can also either be direct or indirect 

(Hawker & Boulton, 2000).  Typically the victim is perceived as powerless compared to the 

bully who is perceived as powerful or dominant (Rigby, 2002).  Therefore, victimisation is 

regarded as conceptually distinct from pranks with teasing, name-calling, shoving, and other 

harmful actions perceived by many adolescents as mere joyful pranks (Shakeshaft et al., 1997).  

Victims of bullying report experiencing depression, isolation, low self-esteem, 

hopelesness, fear, and insecurity, and engaging in violent or self-destructive behaviours 

(Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993).  Additionally, victims of 

bullying also perform less well academically (Thijs & Verkuyten, 2008) as a consequence of 

their victimisation experiences.  Adolescence and young adulthood marks a time when 

individuals may be more susceptible to the effects of victimisation because of changes in social 

relationships with peers and adults, heightened emotions, and biological changes (Pellegrini, 
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Bartini, & Brooks, 1999).  Further, those adolescents and young adults who experience 

victimisation and also engage in bullying behaviours have lower levels of self-efficacy compared 

to those adolescents and young adults who do not (Ozer, Totan, & Atik, 2011). 

Self-efficacy is “the belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of 

action required to manage prospective situations” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2).  These beliefs are 

regarded as determinants of how people think, behave, and feel (Bandura, 1994).  The concept of 

self-efficacy is the pith of Bandura’s social cognitive theory which emphasises the role of 

observational learning, social experience, and reciprocal determinism in the development of 

personality.  The attitudes, abilities, and cognitive skills comprise an individual’s self-system 

which, in turn, influences how they perceive situations and behave in response to different 

situations.  

 The relationship between victimisation, bullying, and self-efficacy has been reported in 

various studies with children across a range of ages and countries.  For example, in middle 

school children from Turkey, either being a bully, being a victim, or being a bully and a victim 

was associated with lower levels of self-efficacy compared to those children who were not 

involved (Ozer et al., 2011).  In a sample of Greek children, higher levels of victimisation were 

associated with lower levels of assertion self-efficacy for females, higher aggressive self-efficacy 

for males, and lower learning and performance self-efficacy for males and females (Andreou, 

2004).  Conversely, higher levels of bullying behaviours were associated with lower assertion 

self-efficacy for females, higher aggressive self-efficacy for males, and lower learning and 

performance self-efficacy for males and females.  The author argued that one explanation for the 

association between victimisation and self-efficacy for aggression was that experiencing 

victimisation may promote children to rely on more aggressive cognitions.  Andreou (2004) also 
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argued that the findings reflect sex differences in children’s preferred bullying method.  It is 

likely that sex stereotypes influence these outcomes. Low assertion and highly aggressive self-

efficacy are relegated to females and males respectively in social expectations. These stereotypes 

are indicted in these cases of females and males, in the case of both bullies and victims. 

Consequently, females and males may resort to retaining those stereotypes when they are a bully 

or a victim as a defense to maintain their ego stability. Additionally, self-efficacy was also 

associated with the other roles that children adopt in the bullying/victim arena: Children from 

Finland who had the reputation of acting as a defender reported having higher levels of self-

efficacy (Pöyhönen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010).  Consequently, the present study examined 

the extent to which bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences predicted self-efficacy in 

adolescents and early adults. 

Previous research has sought to examine the protective factors that children who 

experience victimisation utilise to ameliorate the effects of victimisation for their psychosocial 

adjustment.  Whilst some victims may try to distance themselves from peers (NMSA, 2001; 

Wessler, 2003), others use peer friendships as a protective buffer (Pellegrini et al., 1999). 

However, some victims rely on their own abilities and resilience to overcome the effects of 

victimisation (Bowes, Maughan, Caspi, Moffitt, & Arseneault, 2010). 

Resilience pertains to the maintenance of positive adaptation by individuals despite 

experiences of significant adversity and, as such, can be regarded as a dynamic process. 

Consequently, resilience implies exposure to significant threat or severe adversity and the 

achievement of positive adaptation despite this significant threat (Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Luther, 

Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 1990; Werner & Smith, 

1982, 1992).  Further, resilience is also conceptualised as the ability to respond in a flexible and 
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resourceful manner to a range of social situations with different demands (Overbeek, Zeevalkink, 

Vermulst, & Scholte, 2010).  Enhancing resilience has been proposed as one way to reduce the 

effects of victimisation (Beightol, Jevertson, Gray, Carter, & Gass, 2009) as not all children who 

engage in bullying behaviours and experience victimisation have psychosocial adjustment 

difficulties but rather some are resilient to the effects (Bowes et al., 2010). Although Beightol et 

al. did not directly test the link between resilience, bullying behaviours, and victimisation 

experiences, the researchers reported that their school-based intervention designed to enhance 

resilience led to higher levels of self-efficacy in the children.   

Experiencing victimisation may result in adolescents and young adults drawing on their 

resilience such that resilience buffers them from the potential negative consequences of 

experiencing victimisation.  Overbeek, Zeevalkink, Vermulst, and Scholte (2010) examine 

resilience as a potential mediator in the relationship between victimisation and self-esteem in 

adolescents in the Netherlands.  Although there was no evidence of resilience mediating the 

relationship, the authors suggested that this finding may have occurred because the entire sample 

experienced negative effects of victimisation.  However, the authors only examined experiences 

of victimisation over the previous five days and also used a limited conceptualisation of 

victimisation experiences.  Therefore, the present research extended this line of enquiry and 

examined the extent to which resilience mediated the relationship between bullying behaviours, 

victimisation experiences, and self-efficacy in 14- to 20-year-olds from India.  The present study 

also extended Overbeek et al.’s conceptualization of bullying behaviours and victimisation 

experiences to physical, verbal, and social domains and increased the retrospective time frame 

for the accounts to the previous year. 
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Although there tends to be a general under reporting of experiencing victimisation 

(Shakeshaft et al., 1997), with victims more prevalent than bullies (Pellegrini et al., 1999), 

bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences are pervasive during adolescence (Unnever & 

Cornell, 2003). However, whilst sex differences have emerged in the patterns of victimisation 

experiences and bullying behaviours (e.g., Mynard & Joseph, 2000; Kyriakides, Kaloyirou, & 

Lindsay, 2006), males and females are at equal risk of experiencing victimisation (Ashbaugh & 

Cornell, 2008; Olweus, 2003; Shakeshaft et al., 1997).  There are also sex differences in how 

adolescents and young adults deal with victimisation and bullying. For example, Williams and 

Cornell (2006) reported that males were less likely to seek help compared to females when they 

experience bullying.  Therefore, sex was explored as a potential moderator in the hypothesized 

relationships between bullying behaviours, victimisation experiences, resilience, and self-

efficacy. 

The aim of the present study was to examine bullying behaviours and victimisation 

experiences in 14- to 20-year-olds from India.  In particular, through the use of structural 

equation modeling, the research examined the extent to which resilience mediated the 

relationship between victimisation, bullying behaviours, and self-efficacy to test the 

hypothesised model in Figure 1.  Separate groups were also created according to sex to explore 

the extent to which sex moderated the hypothesised relationships in Figure 1.   

------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------- 
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Method 

Participants 

Data was collected from 393 (191 male, 202 female) adolescents and early adults aged 

between 14 and 20 (M = 15.88, SD = .64) studying in classes 11th and 12th at 6 randomly selected 

schools located in Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India. One participant was aged 14 and one was 

aged 20; the remaining 391 participants were aged between 15 and 18.  Participants were 

recruited from government schools, missionary schools, co-education schools, and single-sex 

schools through stratified sampling techniques.   

Measures 

Victimisation and bullying. The 36-item Adolescent Peer Relations Instrument (Parada, 

2000) was used to separately assess experiences of bullying and victimisation across three 

dimensions: Verbal, social, and physical behaviour. Participants reported the frequency with 

which they had experienced victimisation or engaged in bullying behaviours over the past year 

using a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 6 (Everyday) for verbal bullying (e.g., “Teased 

them by saying things to them”, α = .77), social bullying (e.g., “Got my friends to turn against a 

student”, α = .71), physical bullying (e.g., “Pushed or shoved a student”, α = .71), verbal 

victimisation (e.g., “I was ridiculed by students saying things to me”, α = .76), social 

victimisation (e.g., “I was left out of activities, games on purpose”, α = .68), and physical 

victimisation (e.g., “Something was thrown at me to hit me”, α = .79). 

Self-efficacy. The Self-Efficacy Scale (Sherer et al., 1982) was used to assess self-efficacy.  

The 23-item scale assessed general (17 items) and social self-efficacy (6 items, e.g., “I am a self-

reliant person”).  Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which the items described them 

using a six-point scale that range from A (Disagree strongly) to F (Agree Strongly).  The total 
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scale had modest reliability α = .64 while general self-efficacy subscale had adequate reliability 

α= .63 and social self-efficacy subscale had very modest reliability α = .26.  The general self-

efficacy and social self-efficacy were treated as separate constructs in the subsequent analysis. 

Resilience. The Bharathiar University Resilience Scale (BURS; Annalakshmi, 2009) was 

used to assess the psychological resilience as a dispositional measure. The 30-item BURS 

assessed resilience in terms of: Duration taken to get back to normalcy; reaction to negative 

events; response to risk factors (specifically disadvantaged environment) in life; perception of 

effect of past negative events; defining ‘Problems’; hope/confidence in coping with future; and 

ppenness to experience and flexibility (e.g., “I usually get back to my cheerful self pretty soon no 

matter what failures occur in my life”).  Participants reported the extent to which the item was 

applicable to them using a 5 point scale ranging from 1 (Statement is not at all appropriate in 

describing me) to 5 (Statement is most appropriate in describing me). A higher score indicated 

higher resilience and the scale demonstrated acceptable reliability α = .71. 

A panel of three competent social scientists, of which two had a PhD in Psychology and 

one had a PhD in sociology, was convened to ascertain the face validity of the scales chosen for 

use in the study. The members of the panel had adequate research experience and belonged to 

Tamil speaking population. The tamil speaking panel considered the constructs of bullying, 

victimisation, self-efficacy and resilience, and also scanned the items of the scales to ensure that 

the constructs were appropriate for the target population. The panel endorsed the face validity of 

the measures and their applicability in this study.  

Procedure 

All the scales were translated into Tamil, the vernacular language, from English in which 

the scales were originally presented by their authors. The translations were checked for accuracy 
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by the panel of social scientists cited above. All the scales were administered in bilingual format, 

i.e., in English and Tamil.  Prior to completing the questionnaire in small groups, participants 

gave written consent. 

Results 

Bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences according to sex 

To examine differences in bullying behaviours according to sex, a one-way unrelated 

MANOVA was used.  The physical, verbal, and social bullying behaviours subscales were 

entered as the dependent variables and sex was the independent variable.  There was a significant 

effect of sex, Λ(3, 389) = 15.27, p < .001, η2 = .105.  Separate univariate analyses revealed that 

males engaged in significantly greater levels of physical, F(1,391) = 43.63, p < .001, η2 = .105, 

M males = 10.76, SD males = 4.47, M females = 8.33, SD females = 2.65, verbal, F(1,391) = 27.43, p < 

.001, η2 = .066, M males = 14.52, SD males = 6.20, M females = 11.59, SD females = 4.83, and social 

F(1,391) = 14.67, p < .001, η2 = .036, M males = 8.73, SD males = 3.94, M females = 7.43, SD females = 

2.71,  bullying behaviours compared to females. 

To examine differences in victimisation experiences according to sex, a one-way unrelated 

MANOVA was used.  The physical, verbal, and social victimisation experiences subscales were 

entered as the dependent variables and sex was the independent variable.  There was a significant 

effect of sex, Λ(3, 389) = 16.32, p < .001, η2 = .112.  Separate univariate analyses revealed that 

males experienced significantly greater levels of physical, F(1,391) = 43.43, p < .001, η2 = .100, 

M males = 11.03, SD males = 5.24, M females = 8.24, SD females = 2.88, and verbal, F(1,391) = 7.00, p 

=.008, η2 = .018, M males = 15.54, SD males = 6.91, M females = 13.82, SD females = 6.04, victimisation 

compared to females. 
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Structural equation modeling 

Separate latent variables were created to reflect bullying behaviours, victimisation 

experiences, and self-efficacy to remove error from the measurement of these constructs as the 

scales designed to assess these contained previously validated subscales (Raykov & Marcoulides, 

2006).  Multigroup structural equation modeling was used to test the hypothesized model in 

Figure 1 and to test the hypotheses that: (a) bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences 

would predict self-efficacy, (b) resilience would mediate the relationship between bullying 

behaviours, victimisation experiences, and self-efficacy, and (c) sex differences would emerge in 

these relationships using Amos version 21.  The separate groups comprised participants of the 

same sex. Figure 2 shows the model with standardized coefficients for males and Figure 3 shows 

the model with standardized coefficients for females. 

The model was a good fit of the data, comparative fit index (CFI) = .93, goodness of fit 

index (GFI) = .94, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .062, χ 2(44) = 110.1, p 

< .001.  The CFI and GFI exceeded the recommended value of .90 (Bryant & Yarnold, 1995; 

Byrne, 2001) and the RMSEA was < .08 (Byrne, 2001; Schumacker & Lomax, 1996).  However, 

the chi-square indicated that the model was not a complete fit of the data (Schumacker & Lomax, 

1996). 

To examine sex as a moderator, the procedure outlined by Byrne (2001) was implemented. 

Initially, all of the paths were constrained to be equal across both groups and then individually 

unconstrained to examine potential sex differences in strength using chi-square change.  

Constraining all paths indicated that there were sex differences in path strength across the 

models, ∆χ2(64) = 1438.89, p< .001.  
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Findings in males The direct paths between bullying behaviours, victimisation experiences, 

and self-efficacy were not significant (Figure 2).  Resilience positively predicted self-efficacy: 

Higher levels of resilience predicted higher self-efficacy. To examine the role of resilience as a 

mediator in the relationship between bullying behaviours, victimisation experiences, and self-

efficacy, for the requirements of mediation to be met, it was necessary that the mediator variable 

was predicted by the predictor variable and that the mediator variable predicted the outcome 

variable (Baron & Kenny, 1984).  In males, the first condition of mediation was met for bullying 

behaviours, as bullying behaviours negatively predicted resilience: Engaging in higher levels of 

bullying behaviours predicted low levels of resilience, and this path was stronger in males than 

females, ∆χ2(1) = 109.14, p< .001.  Resilience mediated the relationship between bullying 

behaviours and self-efficacy, Sobel’s z = -2.20, p < .05.  Engaging in higher levels of bullying 

behaviours predicted lower levels of resilience which in turn predicted higher self-efficacy. 

Resilience did not mediate the relationship between victimisation experiences and resilience.   

Findings in females The direct paths between bullying behaviours, victimisation. 

experiences, and self-efficacy were not significant (Figure 3). Resilience positively predicted 

self-efficacy: Higher levels of resilience predicted higher self-efficacy and this path was stronger 

in females than in males, ∆χ2(1) = 724.19, p< .001. Resilience did not mediate the relationship 

between bullying behaviours, victimisation experiences, and self-efficacy. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 and Figure 3 about here 

------------------------------- 
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Discussion 

In summary, the results of the multigroup SEM provide evidence that resilience mediated 

the relationship between bullying behaviours and self-efficacy in male adolescents and young 

adults aged between 14- and 20-year-olds from India.  However, there was no such relationship 

for females or between victimisation experiences, resilience, and self-efficacy.  There was also 

evidence of sex differences in the adolescents and early adults bullying behaviours and 

experiences of victimisation. 

There was no direct path between victimisation experiences and self-efficacy which does 

not support the previous research that suggests that experiencing victimisation was associated 

with reduced self-efficacy (Ozer et al., 2011).  One potential explanation for the lack of a 

comparable path between self-efficacy and victimisation experiences resides in the various types 

of self-efficacy and victimisation experiences (Andreou, 2004).  Andreou reported that in Greek 

children more frequent victimisation experiences were associated with lower levels of assertion 

self-efficacy whereas for males more frequent victimisation experiences was associated with 

higher aggressive self-efficacy.  Therefore, the results of the present study may reflect 

differences in self-efficacy and this should be further explored in future research.  For example, 

collective efficacy which pertains to the informal social controls that operate under social norms 

of trust is an emerging theoretical concept that has been applied to explain violence and as such 

may be important in victimisation experiences and bullying behaviours (Sapouna, 2010). 

 Resilience was found to mediate the relationship between bullying behaviours and self-

efficacy such that engaging in higher levels of bullying behaviours predicted lower levels of 

resilience and higher levels of resilience, in turn, predicted higher levels of self-efficacy in 

males.  Therefore, the mediating role of resilience in the present study suggests that resilience 
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acted as protective factor that may serve to buffer against male adolescents and early adults from 

the negative effects of engaging in bullying behaviours.  For example, previous research with 

children has reported that engaging in more frequent bullying behaviours is associated with 

lower self-efficacy (Andreou, 2004; Ozer et al., 2011).   

 Perceived self-efficacy likely affects individuals’ ability to adapt and deal flexibly with 

difficult situations, and also their aspirations, analytical thinking, and perseverance in the face of 

failure (Bandura et al., 2001). This is particularly relevant to adolescent development because in 

order to negotiate the risks and challenges associated with this transitional period, adolescents’ 

success is partly dependent on the strength of their perceived self-efficacy (Bandura et al., 1999).  

 Retaining a sense of control over one’s life is an important factor in the successful 

adaptation to a variety of circumstances in which stressors are encountered (Aspinwall & 

Richter, 1999). Self-efficacy has therefore been conceptually and empirically linked with greater 

persistence and successful adaptation to stress (Aspinwall & Richter, 1999). Coping skills in 

adolescence is of critical importance in maintaining positive adaptation to stressors (Compas, 

Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen & Wasdworth, 2001). Coping is a way to set into motion 

personal resources, and resilience is the positive outcome of successful coping (Compas et al., 

2001).  

 Conceptually, resilience may be distinguished from self-efficacy since it is possible that 

self-efficacy may be present even in the absence of stressors (Diehl, Semegon, & 

Schwarzer,2006).  Self-efficacy has been conceptualised as one of the components of resilience 

and post traumatic growth (Rutter, 1987; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995; Werner & Smith, 1982).  A 

case study of American-African female university student showed that resilience appeared to be 

the result of a high level of mathematics self-efficacy and support systems (Eatman, 2009). 
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Resilience was significantly and positively correlated with self-efficacy among African-

American urban students (Speight, 2009). Higher levels of academic self-efficacy significantly 

related to higher value of education and lower levels of stress among adolescents as found in a 

study attempting to build a structural equation model of resiliency in adolescence (Gillis, 2011). 

Significant relationships between resilience and self-efficacy exist among business managers 

(Svence & Greaves, 2013). Self-efficacy affects lives in highly stressful situations but also helps 

one to develop motivation and envision challenging goals in life (Schwarzer & Warner, 2013). 

An information processing approach has highlighted the role of self-efficacy in resilience 

(Benight & Cieslak, 2013). 

 It is likely the bullying adolescent is engaged in bullying as a means of coping with 

certain personal stressors. 

There was no evidence that resilience mediated the relationship between experiencing 

victimisation and self-efficacy which does not support the argument advanced by Bowes et al. 

(2010) that some victims rely on their own resilience to ameliorate the effects of experiencing 

victimisation.  Consequently, future research is needed to further explore the role of resilience in 

the relationship between victimisation experiences and self-efficacy as Beightol et al. (2009) 

alluded to before school-based interventions are designed to promote resilience in students.  

The research also examined whether sex differences emerged in adolescents and young 

adults bullying behaviours and victimisation according.  There was evidence in the sample of 14- 

to 20-year-olds from India that males engaged more frequently in physical, verbal, and social 

bullying compared to females.  Although males and females are at equal risk of experiencing 

victimisation (Ashbaugh & Cornell, 2008; Olweus, 2003; Shakeshaft et al., 1997), in the current 

study with 14- to 20-year-olds from India, males experienced higher levels of verbal and 
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physical victimisation than females.  The finding with regard to physical victimisation is 

consistent with previous studies from other countries that have reported males experience greater 

levels of physical victimisation whereas females experience greater levels of social and verbal 

victimisation (Kyriakides et al., 2006; Mynard & Joseph, 2000), although that finding was not 

replicated in the present study.  However, the sex differences identified in the current study are 

consistent with the socio-cultural perspective of bullying behaviours and victimisation 

experiences that argues that males are likely to experience and engage in greater levels of 

bullying (Wimmer, 2009).  Another potential explanation for the sex differences in the current 

study pertains to the propensity for adolescents and young adults to report their experiences of 

victimisation as there is a general tendency for individuals to under report their experiences of 

victimisation (Shakeshaft et al., 1997). 

Although the present study has identified the mediating role of resilience in the relationship 

between bullying behaviours and self-efficacy in males the cross-sectional nature of the study 

means that the direction of causality should be treated with caution.  Consequently, future 

research should adopt a longitudinal approach to draw further conclusions about the direction of 

causality.  In a longitudinal study, by modeling the sequence of events in time and then 

considering the associated prediction probabilities, specific causal relationships between 

bullying, resilience and self-efficacy can be better understood (Arjas, 1993).  It would also be 

meaningful to examine the role of resilience in the context of post-traumatic growth as an 

indicator of wellbeing for those who have experienced victimisation over time (Joseph et al., 

2012). Also, subsequent research should include a range of informants to overcome the issues 

associated with common method variance (Lindell & Whitney, 2001).  However, whilst trying to 

address the issue of common method variance, it is important that researchers recognize the 
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importance of capturing the ‘voice’ of adolescents and young adults as we have done in the 

present study.  Further, because of the many issues associated with the measurement and self-

report of bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences, Buhs, McGinley, and Toland (2010) 

have argued that the only way to fully understand the phenomena of bullying is as we have done 

in the current study: Asking the individuals involved.  Utilising such self-report methods affords 

researchers with a unique insight in to the experiences of adolescents’ and young adults’ own 

experience (Arseneault et al., 2005) and, as such, have many benefits over other methods. Future 

research could also develop the range of bullying behaviours and victimisation experiences by 

asking about adolescents’ and young adults’ experiences in the cyber world because technology 

is increasingly being used as a medium to bully others and a medium where victimisation is 

experienced (Dehue, Bolman, &Vollnick, 2008; Smith, 2009).   

In summary, the present research has documented the role of resilience as a mediator in the 

relationship bullying behaviours and self-efficacy in males.  There was also evidence that males 

experienced greater levels of victimisation and engaged more frequently in bullying behaviours 

than females. 
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Figure 1 The hypothesized model 
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Figure 2 The model with standardized coefficients for males 
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Figure 3 The model with standardized coefficients for females
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