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Chapter 19
Well-Being in an Arctic City. Designing 
a Longitudinal Study on Student Relationships 
and Perceived Quality of Life

John A. Rønning, Steinar Thorvaldsen, and Gunstein Egeberg

Abstract Research on bullying and harassment in Scandinavia has been going on 
for several decades, and is appearing in new frameworks and forms since the new 
categories of “cyber-harassment” or “cyber-bullying” have been introduced. 
Bullying is a phenomenon of great worry, as it seems to affect children and adoles-
cents both on short and long term. A questionnaire on cyber-harassment was 
designed in this study, and answered by pupils and their parents and teachers, at five 
schools in the city of Tromsø, Norway. The questionnaire included a section of 
questions concerning traditional forms of harassment and bullying, as well as ques-
tions on quality of life (QoL), and the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ). The main research questions were: (1) What is the prevalence of the three 
classical types of bullying and cyberbullying; (2) Are there gender or age differ-
ences; (3) What percentage of children bullied classically were also cyberbullied; 
(4) How and to what extend did those that were bullied also suffer a lower quality 
of life. The main novel contribution of this study to the ongoing research is that 
students who reported being cyber-harassed or cyberbullied, also reported signifi-
cantly lower QoL-scores than their non-harassed peers.

19.1  Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that children’s experience on transactions with peers play 
an important part in children’s development and socialization (Hartup 1978; Harris 
1998; Scarr 1992). Perceived positive relations with others are associated with the 
enhancement of social understanding (Dunn 1999) and social competency and posi-
tive adaptation in childhood and in school (Hartup 1983), but also with positive 
adaptation later on in life (Hartup 1976; Parker and Asher 1987). Parker and Asher 
(1987) found evidence of the fact that children experiencing poor adjustment with 
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others were at high risk of developing serious problems in adulthood. Thus, experi-
enced relationships to others in school are of fundamental importance for positive 
or poor adaptation later on in life.

19.1.1  Bullying and Harassment

Bullying of other children or being a victim of bullying have repeatedly been docu-
mented to exert negative influence on children’s development with serious long- 
term effects. In a large comparative study on the prevalence of bullying in various 
western countries involving 123,227 students aged 11, 13 and 15 uncovered the 
following: the lowest prevalence of bullying or being bullied was reported by 
Swedish girls (6.3%), while the highest came from boys in Lithuania (41.4%). 
Generally, girls were less involved in bullying compared with boys (Due et  al. 
2005). In a study from northern Norway involving 4167 girls and boys from 66 
schools, about 5% reported being bullied (Rønning et al. 2004). Most of these were 
boys.

Olweus (1999) defines bullying as a situation when a child/student repeatedly 
experience negative reactions over time from one or more fellow students who 
intentionally apply these reactions and where the victim cannot defend him-/herself. 
Bullying is often divided into four categories: (i) direct/physical (physical attack or 
theft); (ii) direct verbal (threats, insults, calling names); (iii) indirect/relational 
(social exclusion, spreading of nasty rumors) and (iv) cyber bullying (text messages, 
posting pictures, spreading rumors, exclusion from social media like Facebook). 
Cyber bullying is a new phenomenon. Thus, knowledge of its prevalence and short 
and long-term effects is scarce. However, research on cyber bullying is increasing 
(Slonje and Smith 2008; Smith et al. 2006). Most studies report its prevalence and 
correlate to classical bullying. In this project we will report on all types of bullying 
and also relate them to the perceived quality of life and mental health.

Research (Frisén et  al. 2008; Rønning et  al. 2009; Smith 2002; Ybarra et  al. 
2012) has uncovered uncertainty about the definition of bullying and there is a dis-
agreement between parents, teachers and children about its prevalence, and thus it’s 
prevention. With the introduction of cyber bullying, Slonje and Smith (2008) argue 
for a debate on the criteria for something to be called bullying. The debate is espe-
cially focused on the criteria for repetition. As an example, they discuss the event of 
posting of unpleasant pictures on the web. Even though only one picture is posted, 
many might see it, and it may stay on the web for a long time. Thus, it seems 
imperative to continue to conduct both qualitative and quantitative studies on how 
students, teachers and parents define bullying, improve the measurement of bullying 
and study both short and long-term effects of bullying on well-being.
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19.1.2  Mental Health

To experience being bullied over a long time is considered to be one of the most 
stressful life events (Branwhite 1994), and those experiencing this are placed in a 
high-risk position regarding the development of a negative self-image and poor 
adaptation (Deković and Gerris 1994). It has also been uncovered that children bul-
lying other children are more at risk of later psychiatric problems and criminality 
than their victims are (Kumpulainen and Raesaenen 2000; Sourander et al. 2007a, 
b). For example, Sourander et al. (2007a, b) uncovered that 28% of the boys in a 
representative sample of boys born in 1981 who were reported being bullies or 
bully-victims in the age of 8 years, had a psychiatric diagnosis 10 years later. 
Altogether 33% of these boys were found in the Finnish criminal registry when they 
were 16–20 years of age. However, this was relevant only for those boys reporting 
psychiatric symptoms when they were 8 years old. Thus, an early combination of 
bullying behavior and psychiatric problems is a very strong predictor/factor indicat-
ing later psychiatric disorders and criminality. A study in Norway (Rønning et al. 
2004) found strong associations between being a victim and problems with friends 
and behavior problems. Another study (Salmon et al. 2000) found that victims were 
referred to mental health services due to depression and generalized anxiety, 
whereas bullies were referred because of behavior problems and ADHD.

Several studies have shown associations between problematic child – child rela-
tionships and later criminality (Roff et al. 1972), school refusal (Parker and Asher 
1987), military records with serious behavior problems (Roff 1961), manic- 
depressive and schizophrenic disorders (Cowen et  al. 1973; Kohn and Clausen 
1955) and suicide (Stengel 1971). These problems have also been associated with 
parental problems like poverty, substance abuse, psychiatric problems, and child 
neuropsychological problems. All studies mentioned here have focused on the rela-
tionship between mental health and classical bullying. So far, we know very little 
about the relationship between cyber bullying and mental health.

19.1.3  The School Culture

The bystanders of bullying may have an essential influence on bullying. It has been 
uncovered that other students have been involved in 85% of bullying episodes, 
either as observers or as direct participants (Craig and Pepler 1995, 1997). In par-
ticular Salmivalli and associates (2004) have documented that bullying is reinforced 
by fellow students. This may lead to such behavior being regarded as acceptable and 
normative within the peer group. It is speculated that the main reason for the poor 
effect of anti-bullying programs is lack of understanding of the importance of the 
school culture (Swearer et al. 2009).
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19.1.4  Quality of Life

Both bullying and victimization are associated with the experience of poor quality 
of life (Thorvaldsen et al. 2016). Quality of life is the individual’s experience of life 
being satisfactory. Quality of life is a multidimensional concept, which includes 
physical and emotional well-being, self-image, relationships within family and 
amongst friends and the daily functioning in school. Jozefiak et al. (2008) investi-
gated the perceived quality of life (KINDL-r) of 1997 randomly selected students 
aged 8–16  in the middle of Norway (participation 71.2%) The study uncovered 
acceptable psychometric properties of the instrument; the children scored them-
selves lower than the parents, and girls lower than boys. This study will constitute a 
reference in the present study.

19.1.5  Research Questions

The main research questions in this study were: What is the prevalence of various 
types of bullying, and what are the associations to mental health and quality of life? 
Examples of various questions to be answered are the following:

 1. What are the percentage of bullies, bully-victims, victims and bystanders?
 2. Are those related to cyber bullying the same as those related to classical 

bullying?
 3. What characterizes the various bullying types?
 4. What is the relationship between the students’ well-being and their functioning 

in school?
 5. How is the mental health of students in the study?
 6. How do the students in the study perceive their quality of life?
 7. How do bullying influence the mental health and adaptation in school?
 8. Are there changes in the pattern of experienced peer relationships and mental 

health and quality of life across time?

In addition to these quantitative problems, it was of interest to collect qualitative 
data in order to better understand the school culture. Because the teacher education 
in Tromsø has been integrated into the University of Tromsø and became a Master’s 
degree program, involvement of students in answering research questions is an inte-
grated aim of the project.

J.A. Rønning et al.
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19.2  Methods

19.2.1  Design

The study was designed both as a prospective longitudinal and as a cross-sectional 
time trend study starting in late fall 2013. In the prospective longitudinal part of the 
study, the same students will be followed for a period of up to 6 years. The long term 
study is still ongoing, as shown in Fig. 19.1.

Year 1: 1468 
invited

Year 2: 987 
invited

(763 old and 224 
new)

Year 3: 1531 
invited

(735 old and 796 
new)

386 lacked 
consent

402 school retreat
199 finished 

school
104 changed 

schools

Missing:
202 student 
responses,
77 teacher 
responses,
235 parent 
responses

128 finished 
school

124 changed 
schools

195 lacked 
consent

Missing:
296 student 
responses,
80 teacher 
responses,
195 parent 
responses

344 lacked 
consent

Missing:
483 student 
responses,

436 teacher 
responses,
283 parent 
responses

Fig. 19.1 Flow chart showing participation and dropouts for the Well-being in Tromsø survey in 
the first 3 years of the main project. There are overlap regarding missing data and lack of consent. 
The survey is an ongoing project that started in the school year 2013/2014
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19.2.2  Participants

A pilot project was carried out at one of the teacher training schools in order to 
establish the most effective logistics. The aim of the formal project was to include 
five teacher training schools (grade 4–10) a total number of ~1000 children/students 
(50% girls). These children will be followed up with the same questionnaires every 
year for a period of 6 years as a time trend study. The child/student, teacher and 
parents constitute the informants. On the perceived quality of life questionnaire 
(KINDLE-r) only the student and parents constitute the informants. It is of utter-
most importance that the research project connects the researcher, student, teacher 
and parents and thus promotes the research and research-based knowledge in the 
education of teachers.

19.2.3  Instruments

Demographics A questionnaire asking for gender, about parents’ occupations, and 
how many years of education they have was applied.

Classical Harassment Classical harassment was divided into three categories: “physical 
aggression” – 4 questions; “verbal harassment” – 5 questions; and “social manipula-
tion” – 6 questions. These categories and questions are derived from the study of Rønning 
et al. (2004). The instrument demonstrated very good psychometric properties.

Cyber Harassment This part of the investigation builds on questionnaires devel-
oped by Smith et al. (2006) and Menesini el al. (2011). In the investigation it was 
asked how often participants have experienced cyber bullying during the last  
2–3 months in the different areas of mobile phone and internet. The first questions 
are general about prevalence when they attended school and outside school, and to 
what degree the student had participated in the bullying. It was followed up with a 
series of questions covering ten types of cyber bullying (SMS, MMS, phone calls, 
e-mail, internet text, instant messages, chat, blogs, internet video, and exclusion 
from social media like Facebook).

A five point Likert scale was applied on all types of bullying (never, only once or 
twice, two or three times a month, about once a week, many times per week). It was 
also asked what reactions they had received when bullying is alerted, and to what 
degree the students themselves and the teacher tried to stop it.

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) SDQ is a screening instrument for 
behavioral and emotional problems that consists of 25 questions distributed equally 
on the following dimensions: “emotional symptoms”, “behavior problems”, “hyper-
activity”, “problems with friends” and “pro-social behavior”. A “total problem 
score” is calculated (Goodman 1997). The SDQ comes in different versions for 
children of different age, teachers and parents.

J.A. Rønning et al.
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Quality of Life (KINDL-r) KINDL-r measures perceived quality of life (Ravens- 
Siberer and Bullinger 2000). There were two versions; one where the parents evalu-
ate the child, and one where the child evaluates own quality of life. Every version 
consists of 24 questions. Each question asked for the last week experiences, and was 
scored on a 5-point scale (“never”, “rarely”, “sometimes”, “often”, “always”). The 
psychometric properties of KINDL-r are considered as very good (Jozefiak et al. 
2008), but for the Norwegian version more validation work is requested.

19.2.4  Ethics

The study was carried out digitally using the commercial online survey tool 
“Questback”. Only the project leadership of the University of Tromsø had access to 
the filled-in questionnaires. For student’s inclusion to the study, the parents must 
have given their signed informed consent. Students and parents were able to resign 
at any time from the study without grounds, and data that have not already been 
published will be deleted. A separate consent regarding those participating in the 
interview part of the study will be obtained.

Feedback to schools was submitted through annual dialog conferences, and each 
school received a report where it can be compared with the gross mean. If wanted, each 
school will also receive a report where data from each class was published. The project 
was approved by the Regional Ethical Committee for Medical Research (REK-Nord).

19.3  First Results from the Study

Pilot Study The design, administration and the questionnaire of the project was 
tested out at one pilot school in 2012/2013. Analyses from the pilot study revealed 
several interesting results. There were differences on how students reported being 
bullied. Low occurrence was reported when asked how often they are being bullied, 
but at the same time, the students report higher frequencies of concrete harassment 
actions. In other words, they reported that they were not being bullied, but still they 
were quite often exposed to name-calling, teasing and various forms of negative 
physical actions. In addition, students at grade 7–9 reported significantly lower bul-
lying than at younger grade (4–6). Monks and Smith (2006) point out that age is a 
factor how they define bullying. Older children (age 14) normally demonstrate a 
more differentiated understanding while the younger ones (age 6–8) often relate 
bullying to physical aggression. This is in line with other reports on this issue. 
Boulton et al. (2002) find that children do not necessarily regard social exclusion, 
name-calling and stealing as bullying, whereas the physical categories are more 
often defined as bullying by the children.
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Long-Term Study Some results from the first year of the study are recently reported 
in Thorvaldsen et al. (2016), and in Egeberg et al. (2016). It was found that, com-
pared to traditional bullying, cyberbullying is less common, but it now affects some 
3.5% of pupils, i.e. more than one third of the level of classical bullying, and most 
of it takes place outside of school. There are only small gender-related differences 
in incidence at both primary school (ages 10–13) and secondary school (ages 
14–16), contrary to many earlier research reports.

Both “traditional” and cyber forms of bullying and harassment show signifi-
cantly (p < 0.05) lower scores on their self-perceived quality of life factors. Non- 
victims reported a mean between 4.1 and 3.4 on a scale from 1 to 5, while those who 
reported having been bullied reported a mean between 3.7 and 3.0. Cyber-harassment 
and cyber-bullying share the same negative characteristics in relation to quality of 
life as classical harassment and bullying. Using Structural equation modeling 
(SEM) analyses, it was found that both cyber harassment and cyber bullying had a 
distinct and substantial impact on students’ academic achievements. However, this 
effect was largely mediated through a reduction in students’ perceptions of quality 
of life. Thus, it is important to address the issue of perceived quality of life, espe-
cially for those students being subjects to bullying and severe harassment.

To elaborate more about these issues and on how students perceive the term “bul-
lying”, focus group interviews with students and with teachers were conducted. In 
the various interviews, the general term and the specific categories, and age varia-
tions (Egeberg et al. in press) of bullying were examined. Furthermore, the issues of 
perceived severity in specific negative conduct and point at differences between 
teachers and students were addressed in this regard.

19.4  Concluding Remarks

In order to determine whether the results obtained from this study are stable over 
time, and to produce a more detailed study of causalities between the variables, a 
longitudinal study is necessary, and this project will accomplish that in the near future 
(Fig. 19.1). The results obtained from long-term studies like this one may lead to a 
deeper understanding of student relations, and the development of much- needed pol-
icy and methods of preventing and intervening in cases of harassment and bullying.
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