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Abstract
This study reports results from cross-cultural comparisons of (a) the frequency of 
university students’ experiences of bullying victimization and perpetration between 
students, (b) students’ experiences of bullying victimization by university personnel, 
and (c) the breakdown of victimization by the forms of bullying students have expe-
rienced. Gender breakdowns are offered. Survey data were collected from under-
graduates in a total of 47 universities, using large sample sizes, similar measures 
and assessment methods in four countries: Argentina (N = 969), Estonia (N = 1053), 
Finland (N = 4403), and the United States (N = 2072). The results confirmed previ-
ous findings which suggest that a notable number of students experience bullying 
during university studies by fellow students and/or staff members, and a smaller 
number of students admit to bully their fellow students. The results add to previous 
knowledge by demonstrating remarkable cultural differences in the prevalence and 
forms of bullying and suggesting that bullying at the university level starts to trans-
form similar to bullying in the workplace. The overall rates of bullying victimization 
and perpetration between students were the highest in Argentina, followed by the 
USA, Finland, and finally Estonia. However, victimization by university personnel 
was reported the most in Estonia, followed by Argentina, the USA, and Finland. 
Gender breakdowns in bullying experiences varied between countries. Verbal forms 
of bullying were common experiences. The most often reported form in all countries 
was unjustified criticism, belittling or humiliation related to academic performance. 
Students in the USA reported the highest frequencies in most forms of victimization. 
The results are discussed by reflecting on higher education features and comparing 
cultural characteristics of the countries. Practical implications are provided.
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1 Introduction

Although bullying has been widely recognized as a serious issue in elementary and 
secondary school (e.g., Craig et al. 2009; Currie et al. 2012; Nansel et al. 2001) and 
in the workplace (e.g., Keashly and Harvey 2005), and its long-term consequences on 
the psychosocial functioning, academic motivation and study ability of individuals 
have been found to reach from school year experiences even to higher education (e.g., 
Espelage et al. 2016; Holt et al. 2014; Pörhölä et al. 2019; Young-Jones et al. 2015), 
relatively little research has examined the prevalence and forms of bullying victimi-
zation and perpetration at the university level (Lund and Ross 2016). However, exist-
ing studies clearly indicate that bullying does occur among higher education students, 
and occurrence rates vary substantially between individual studies (Cowie et  al. 
2013; Lund and Ross 2016; Marraccini et al. 2015). Although the level of cyberbul-
lying seems to be increasing among university students, traditional forms (i.e., verbal, 
relational, physical) of peer bullying are still more commonly reported (Cowie et al. 
2013; Lund and Ross 2016; Matsunaga 2010; Wensley and Campbell 2012).

Students do not experience bullying victimization only by their fellow students 
but also by university personnel (Chapell et al. 2004; Marraccini et al. 2015; NUS 
2008; Sinkkonen et al. 2014). This kind of bullying, however, has received very lit-
tle attention so far. Yet, it may cause students even more stress and harm, as staff 
members are in a more stable position at the university and are expected to have 
power over students’ academic success. As Keashly and Wajngurt (2016) note, fac-
ulty occupy a central position in the creation of the university learning environment 
as the architects of research and curriculum design and delivery, and therefore influ-
ence student engagement and learning. Being bullied by a person in such an influen-
tial position could be devastating for students’ motivation and ability to study.

A review of the small body of research on bullying at university indicates three 
main limitations exist. First, comparisons of existing studies suggest great variation 
in the occurrence of bullying in universities between different countries; with only 
a small number of cross-cultural comparison studies conducted, and a maximum of 
only two countries involved per study (Lund and Ross 2016). Second, a clear major-
ity of existing studies have used relatively small sample sizes and/or single univer-
sity samples, based mostly on convenience sampling techniques. Third, psychometric 
measures have varied between studies, which complicates comparisons and decreases 
validity in comparative analyses. Based on their literature review demonstrating these 
shortcomings, Lund and Ross (2016) concluded that researchers should conduct stud-
ies using cross-university national or international samples in order to better capture 
the prevalence of bullying among university students. Thus, by collecting data from 
multiple universities via consistent sampling and measures, researchers could control 
for methodological and measurement variance and thus better assess if and how bul-
lying involvement differs according to institutional and student characteristics.

Hence, in the current study data were gathered from multiple universities in 
four countries, involving large sample sizes and similar measures to compare 
experiences of bullying victimization and perpetration among university students. 
In addition, the study provides data on the prevalence of students’ experiences of 
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being bullied by personnel at university, as well as on the forms of bullying that 
students experience during their higher education. Gender breakdowns for each 
analysis are included.

The four countries examined (Argentina, Estonia, Finland, and the United 
States) represent different cultures on three continents. These countries were cho-
sen because they differ from each other not only by their geographical location and 
size, but also by some cultural, historical, and developmental characteristics, which 
may have an impact on university students’ experiences of bullying. On the one 
hand, compared with Estonia and Finland as small countries representing relatively 
homogenous cultures, the wider cultural diversity (ethnic, political, religious) in 
Argentina and the USA can be anticipated to generate more bullying between uni-
versity students in these countries. On the other hand, while Finland and the USA 
have a quite stable recent history in political and economic development in society, 
the instability in societal development in the recent history of Argentina and Esto-
nia is obvious and may still be reflected in the development of academic cultures 
with higher social status differentials and higher levels of authoritarianism. This in 
turn may influence students’ experiences of bullying by their teachers and staff.

A further factor that affected selection of the four countries was the status of 
human development and equality within each country. The Human Development 
Reports Human development indices and indicators 2018 provided by the United 
Nations (see, Human development indices and indicators 2018) compare nations by 
means of a Human Development Index (HDI), which is a composite index focus-
ing on three basic dimensions of human development: the ability to lead a long and 
healthy life (measured by life expectancy at birth); the ability to acquire knowledge 
(measured by mean years of schooling and expected years of schooling); and the 
ability to achieve a decent standard of living (measured by gross national income per 
capita). The four countries chosen for this study differ by this index. Comparisons 
of the HDI values between 189 countries in 2017 rank the USA on 13th and Finland 
15th of the top, Estonia 30th, and Argentina 47th; yet all these countries represent 
the category of “very high human development” with 58 countries included. How-
ever, the values of the coefficient of human inequality, which indicates the average 
inequality in the three basic dimensions of human development, showed that, of 
the four countries, highest in inequality were Argentina (13,9) and the USA (13,1), 
whereas Estonia (8,5) and Finland (5,5) represented countries of better equality. 
These cultural characteristics add to the possible consequences of higher diversity 
between individual students in Argentina and the USA, though simultaneously sug-
gest some benefits (better health and economy, more education) of having higher 
levels of human development in the USA and Finland.

If these potential elements are embedded in university culture, they may affect 
bullying phenomena across the four countries so that bullying by other students and 
by university personnel would be least frequently experienced by students in Finland 
and most frequently by students in Argentina. While moderate levels of bullying 
among students could be expected in Estonia and the USA, the higher status hier-
archy between students and teachers might increase students’ experiences of being 
bullied by personnel in Estonia.
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1.1  Experiences of bullying between fellow students

Relatively little is known about peer bullying in postsecondary education. Lund and 
Ross (2016) conducted a comprehensive search of the existing peer-reviewed litera-
ture and only found 14 studies that reported the prevalence of bullying perpetra-
tion, victimization, or both, among college or university students; all of them being 
published between 2004 and 2014. Ten of these studies were conducted exclusively 
in the USA and two studies in other countries: Australia (Wensley and Campbell 
2012) and Finland (Sinkkonen et al. 2014). Two additional studies were conducted 
using samples from both the USA and another country (Canada and Japan). Hence, 
according to Lund and Ross (2016), no previous study reporting the occurrence of 
bullying among college or university students has included more than a maximum 
of two countries and two continents. While sample sizes ranged from 119 to 2085 
participants, most studies drew participants from either convenience samples or arti-
ficial subsamples, such as students in a particular class or set of classes. Only three 
studies used multi-university samples, which included one university in the USA 
and one in Japan (Matsunaga 2010), two universities in Canada and one in the USA 
(Beran et al. 2012), and eight universities in the USA (Rospenda et al. 2013).

Substantial variations between studies in the occurrence of both bullying victimi-
zation and perpetration exist at the postsecondary level of education (Lund and Ross 
2016). Overall prevalence for the eight studies reporting traditional (non-cyber) bul-
lying victimization ranged from 5 to 70%, with an average about 20–25%; and of 
the seven studies assessing cyberbullying victimization, prevalence ranged from 8.6 
to 43.3%, with an average of 10–15%. For the four studies reporting traditional bul-
lying perpetration, prevalence ranged from 5.1 to 21.8%, with an average of 20%; 
and for the three studies reporting cyberbullying perpetration, the overall prevalence 
ranged from 3.8 to 9.9%, with about 5% on average (including 2.4% who were per-
petrator–victims). While the wide range in results between studies can partly be 
explained by differences in the measures used and in the ways of reporting bullying 
experiences, cultural variation may also play a role.

Research investigating cultural variations between occurrence rates of bullying 
in postsecondary education is warranted because although a majority of the studies 
reviewed by Lund and Ross (2016) were conducted in the USA, research is being 
conducted within other countries as well. While there are no studies to report occur-
rence rates of bullying at universities in Argentina or Estonia, these rates have been 
examined in Finland and the United Kingdom. The University Student Health Sur-
veys investigate every 4  years students’ well-being and health-related behavior in 
Finland. Using representative random samples of undergraduate Finnish students 
from all universities, these surveys have indicated that, during their higher edu-
cation, from 5 to 7.5% of students have been bullied at least occasionally by their 
fellow students, while approximately 2% admit they have bullied other students 
(Kunttu and Pesonen 2013; Kunttu et al. 2017; Pörhölä 2017). In another study con-
ducted in one university in Finland, Sinkkonen et al. (2014) found that, of the 2805 
respondents, a total of 5% reported they had been bullied at university, but only in 
half of the cases, another student was identified as the bully.
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In comparison, the National Union of Students’ (NUS) Student Experience 
Report (NUS 2008) provides an overview of students’ experiences at university 
across the United Kingdom. Data from a total of 3135 students from 146 higher edu-
cation institutions, revealed that 7% of the students had experienced bullying dur-
ing their time at university, with 79% of them indicating that the bullying was car-
ried out by another student. Nursing and medical students seem to be particularly at 
risk of experiencing bullying during their education (e.g., Ahmer et al. 2008; British 
Medical Association [BMA] 2006; Curtis et al. 2007).

Gender may also impact bullying experiences at university across different cul-
tures. While studies reveal bullying victimization within the USA is reported at sim-
ilar rates by males and females, males were noted to report a higher rate of bullying 
perpetration among university students (Lund and Ross 2016). In Greece, Giovazo-
lias and Malikiosi-Loizos (2016) found more males were engaged in bullying and 
cyberbullying, both as perpetrators and victims, than were females in their sample of 
464 university students. Due to these differences, biological sex was also measured 
in the current study.

1.2  Experiences of bullying by university personnel

In addition to occurrence rates of bullying among students, university personnel 
(including teaching, research, and administrative personnel) hold roles of author-
ity and power within the higher education setting. In academe, teaching/research 
personnel are a key influence in the culture and climate of the institution (Keashly 
and Wajngurt 2016), therefore shaping the social context in which students work 
with them and with their peers. It is expected that all university personnel follow 
appropriate and acceptable communication behavior, no matter which role they 
hold. Hence, if students perceive that university personnel bully one or several stu-
dents, they might adopt similar behaviors and regard them as acceptable behavioral 
choices in the academic context. Therefore, it is important to examine bullying that 
is communicated by university personnel to students.

Occurrence rates of students’ experiences of being bullied by university personnel 
are not commonly reported, however, studies from the USA, Finland, and the United 
Kingdom indicate this kind of bullying exists (Chapell et  al. 2004; Cooper et  al. 
2011; Lavikainen 2010; Marraccini et al. 2015; NUS 2008; Sinkkonen et al. 2014). 
In the study by Chapell et al. (2004) among 1025 undergraduate students in a U.S. 
university, the number of students who reported having been bullied by a college 
teacher occasionally was 4.2%, and very frequently by only 0.5% of the students. 
Quite similarly, Marraccini et  al. (2015) found that of the 337 students recruited 
from a U.S. college, 3.1% reported having been bullied by a teacher/researcher occa-
sionally and 0.9% very frequently. In a study conducted among 5698 higher educa-
tion students in Finland, students also reported less bullying from teaching/research 
personnel than from their fellow students (Lavikainen 2010). In the United King-
dom, it was found that of the 7% of students who reported having experienced bully-
ing during their time at university, 24% said it was carried out by university person-
nel, while the rest of them identified another student(s) as their bully (NUS 2008).
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While these studies suggest that bullying in colleges and universities is more 
often carried out by peers than personnel, conflicting findings also exist. The study 
by Sinkkonen et al. (2014) in one university in Finland revealed that bullying vic-
timization was experienced as often by university personnel as it was experienced by 
peers. In 44% of the cases the bully was a teacher/researcher and in 6% of the cases 
an administrator. Gender differences in students’ experiences of bullying by person-
nel were not found in these studies.

To sum up, remarkable differences in university students’ experiences of bul-
lying by peers as well as by personnel exist between studies. While this variation 
might result from different methodological choices made in these studies, it could 
also suggest the existence of cross-cultural differences, which could be more reli-
ably detected if similar methods were used between studies. Hence, by using similar 
methods in four countries and including gender breakdown analyses, this study is 
the first of its kind to report cross-cultural comparisons in response to the following 
two research questions: (RQ 1) “What is the frequency of university students’ expe-
riences of bullying victimization and perpetration between fellow students?” and 
(RQ 2) “What is the frequency of students’ experiences of bullying victimization by 
university personnel?”

1.3  Forms of bullying at university

1.3.1  Operationalizing bullying across cultures

Operationalizations used to measure different forms of bullying in the university 
context have varied across studies. While some studies have focused only on cyber-
bullying and its forms (e.g., Finn 2004; Kraft and Wang 2010; Schenk and Fremouw 
2012) or traditional forms of bullying (e.g., Chapell et al. 2004, 2006; Cooper et al. 
2011; Marraccini et  al. 2015; Pontzer 2010; Sinkkonen et  al. 2014), others have 
included both traditional and cyber bullying (e.g., Beran et al. 2012; Giovazolias and 
Malikiosi-Loizos 2016; Matsunaga 2010; Rospenda et al. 2013; Wensley and Camp-
bell 2012; Young-Jones et  al. 2015). When multiple forms of bullying have been 
operationalized in studies, respondents have typically been provided first a definition 
of bullying, followed by a set of categories of bullying behaviors and asked about 
their personal experiences with each.

While the provision of a definition of bullying is a reasonable strategy to ensure 
study validity, differences remain in the ways bullying has been operationalized 
depending on whether the study was developed from school versus workplace con-
texts. In most studies, categories of bullying behavior have been adopted from litera-
ture on school bullying and they have included some or all of the following: (a) ver-
bal aggression, for example, saying hurtful things, ridicule, calling hurtful names; 
(b) relational/social damage, such as ignoring or socially excluding the person, or 
making other people dislike the person by, for example, spreading nasty rumors or 
telling lies about him or her; (c) physical aggression, such as physical attack, threat, 
or property damage; and (d) cyberbullying, consisting of different forms of hurting 
by means of communication technology (e.g., Beran et al. 2012; Chapell et al. 2006; 
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Matsunaga 2010; Rospenda et al. 2013; Sinkkonen et al. 2014; Young-Jones et al. 
2015). In comparison, in their study of college students’ experiences of bullying by 
peers and teaching/research personnel, Marraccini et  al. (2015) developed a ques-
tionnaire based on previously used measures designed to assess exposure to work-
place bullying. In addition to items assessing personal or relational, and physically 
intimidating forms of bullying, they included measures of academic bullying such 
as humiliation or ridicule in connection with studies, insulting or offensive remarks, 
hints of being incompetent, having comments ignored, and withholding of informa-
tion. Also Rospenda et al. (2013) used a modified version of a workplace harassment 
scale, and included items assessing forms of bullying which could be characteristic 
in university context (e.g., being excluded from important meetings or events; being 
yelled at or talked down to; being manipulated; feeling pressured to do something 
against one’s own will; and having requests for help ignored). Unfortunately, neither 
of these two studies reported the breakdown by different forms of bullying.

1.3.2  Occurrence of bullying forms across cultures

In addition to the variation in the definition of bullying, inconsistency in the report-
ing of results complicates comparisons between individual studies. Some studies 
(Pontzer 2010; Sinkkonen et al. 2014) have reported the breakdown of victimization 
by multiple types of bullying (verbal, relational, physical, cyber), some studies have 
reported more generally on traditional and cyberbullying (Beran et al. 2012; Giova-
zolias and Malikiosi-Loizos 2016; Wensley and Campbell 2012); while other studies 
report only overall victimization rates.

Although existing studies have more recently focused heavily on cyberbullying, 
results from studies in different countries indicate the occurrences of non-cyberbul-
lying, especially verbal and relational forms, are considerably higher than those of 
cyberbullying. For example, in the study by Wensley and Campbell (2012) among 
528 first year university students in Australia, 21% of respondents reported being a 
victim of traditional bullying in the preceding 12 months, while 12% reported being 
victims of cyberbullying; 5% had been perpetrators of traditional bullying and 4% 
perpetrators of cyberbullying. In Greece, Giovazolias and Malikiosi-Loizos (2016) 
found 6.3% of their respondents had been a victim of traditional bullying, while 
3.2% reported having been a victim of cyberbullying, in the preceding 12 months; 
1.7% had bullied a fellow student in traditional forms, and 1.3% reported perpetra-
tion of cyberbullying.

When specific forms of bullying are operationalized, studies indicate a variance in 
the occurrence of bullying experiences across cultures. For example, in the study by 
Chapell et al. (2006) among 119 undergraduates in the USA, those who were bullied 
in college by fellow students, teachers, or coaches, reported more verbal bullying 
than social (relational) bullying experiences, while physical bullying was least com-
monly reported. In contrast, the study in Greece (Giovazolias and Malikiosi-Loizos 
2016), revealed relational bullying (social exclusion) was the most common form 
of bullying, followed by verbal bullying. Similar findings were detected in Finland, 
where social exclusion from student groups was the most typical form of peer bully-
ing (Lavikainen 2010). Furthermore, using a sample of 292 Japanese and 296 U.S. 
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undergraduates, Matsunaga (2010) found that the most often reported form of bul-
lying by fellow students was relational bullying, followed by online/cyber bullying, 
physical bullying, and finally property/material related bullying. In this study, how-
ever, forms of verbal bullying were included in the category of relational bullying.

Finally, the small number of studies which have included assessment of aca-
demic/study-related bullying have shown that this type of bullying is experienced by 
university students from both peers and personnel (Cooper et al. 2011; Sinkkonen 
et  al. 2014). Cooper et  al. (2011) found among 636 senior year students in nurs-
ing schools in the USA, that, while students were identified as main perpetrators of 
relational bullying, teaching/research personnel were the most frequently reported 
source of study-related forms of bullying. Actual or threats of physical aggression 
were rarely reported.

1.3.3  Gender differences across cultures

Gender differences in forms of bullying experiences have been found in the USA, 
but have not been verified in other countries. For example, Pontzer’s study (2010), 
which included 527 U.S. university students, found a higher percentage of males 
compared to females were victims of verbal, physical, and racial bullying (i.e., mean 
comments about one’s race), and property damage (i.e., having money or belongings 
stolen or damaged), while females experienced a higher percentage of relational and 
sexual bullying (i.e., mean names or comments with a sexual meaning). More males 
compared to females engaged in every type of bullying perpetrated. According to 
Lund and Ross (2016), there is no clear evidence of gender differentiation in cyber-
bullying victimization among college students.

Hence, including gender breakdowns, this study examines cross-cultural variation 
in response to the third research question: (RQ 3) “What is the breakdown of vic-
timization by the forms of bullying students have experienced during their university 
education?”

2  Methods

2.1  Data collection and participants

In the four countries, data were collected in 2012 and 2013 from undergraduates 
on several fields of study. In each country, data were collected from more than 
one university. It was possible to collect representative samples of the whole uni-
versity student population in Estonia and Finland. However, in Argentina and the 
USA, where student populations are large, this was not possible with reasonable 
effort and resources, and therefore, two universities were chosen for data collec-
tion in each of those countries. Data collection, participant description, and ethi-
cal review procedures are summarized in Table 1.

Participants were generally representative of the campus populations in 
each country, with a few exceptions. In Estonia, participants (N = 1053) were 
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representative of the student population by age group and study fields, but not 
by universities: two universities were overrepresented and one underrepresented. 
Also male students were underrepresented. In Finland, participants (N = 4403) 
were representative of the study population with respect to age, university, edu-
cational sector (academic vs. applied), and field of study; males were slightly 
underrepresented. In Argentina, the participants (N = 969) were not representa-
tive of all fields of study, with social sciences somewhat overrepresented and 
human sciences underrepresented; gender and age groups corresponded well with 
the distributions of students in the public, but not the private, university. In the 
United States, participants (N = 2072) represented the age groups, but males were 
underrepresented. Not all fields of study were consistently represented across the 
universities, however, of the fields that were consistent, the ratio of respondents 
was similar to those of the campuses.

2.2  Completion of the survey

The survey questionnaire was modeled after the Finnish University Student Health 
Survey (Kunttu and Pesonen 2013) which utilized a variety of scales to measure 
physical, mental and social health, health behavior, study ability, as well as expe-
riences of bullying, stalking, and violence. At the beginning of the questionnaire, 
participants were asked to provide demographic information, including age, gender, 
location of the university attended, field of studies, and level of study. After this, the 
number of measures included in the questionnaire varied between countries accord-
ing to the specific needs of the researchers in each country. The present analysis only 
focuses on students’ report of bullying experiences during university studies.

The questionnaire was available for the participants in Spanish in Argentina, 
Estonian and Russian in Estonia, Finnish and Swedish in Finland, and English 
in the USA. In all instances where data were collected, either using paper and 
pencil method or web-administered questionnaires, the purpose of the study as 
well as the responsible researchers and institutions were first introduced. Students 
were told how long completing the survey would take and reminded that partici-
pation was voluntary and anonymous. Participants gave their informed consent by 
returning a completed survey questionnaire. In case students experienced pain-
ful memories due to responding to the survey and wanted to discuss them with 
someone, they were encouraged to seek professional support from student health 
services or their own primary care doctors. The survey was not connected in any 
way to the course work of students and no extra credit was offered if they decided 
to participate in it. As incentive to increase participations, students in Argentina, 
Finland, and the USA were offered the opportunity to enter a raffle for several 
items (e.g., iPod, USB drives, wireless mouse) upon completion of the survey.
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2.3  Assessment of bullying victimization and perpetration

The definitions previously provided of bullying arise from either school or work-
place contexts, and stress three components of the phenomenon: (a) the target person 
is exposed to aggressive behaviors or intentional/goal-directed doing of harm by the 
perpetrator(s); (b) this harm-doing is carried out repeatedly; (c) the target person is some-
what helpless against the perpetrator(s) due to the existing power imbalance between 
them (e.g., Olweus 1993; Volk et al. 2014). These components have been found to be 
widely adopted as criteria for bullying (Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, Hamburger, and Lump-
kin 2014; Volk et al. 2014). In the present study, these criteria were adopted in the defini-
tion of bullying provided to the respondents, however, they were verbally adjusted into 
the social context of higher education. For example, three main categories of bullying 
(verbal, physical, and relational) were represented to help respondents identify bullying 
behaviors. Further, as the study primarily focused on victims’ perspective and experi-
ences of bullying, the intentions and goals of the perpetrator would not have been pos-
sible to know and were ignored in the definition given in this study. Hence, we chose to 
use a definition developed by Pörhölä for the Finnish University Student Health Survey 
(see, Kunttu and Pesonen 2013). Before completing the survey section regarding experi-
ences of bullying, respondents were provided the following definition: “Bullying refers 
to a situation in which an individual is the object of recurring insult, damage, and/or 
discrimination by one or several persons without being able to influence how she/he is 
being treated.” Then students completed information about their bullying experiences.

Regarding bullying occurrence rates at university, students were asked to report 
(RQ1) the frequency of victimization by other students and the frequency of bul-
lying other students, as well as (RQ2) the frequency of victimization by university 
personnel. All three items were measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 2: 0 = never, 
1 = occasionally, and 2 = often.

Regarding forms of bullying, students were also asked to report on (RQ3) spe-
cific bullying behaviors they had experienced at the university. As the present study 
focuses on young adult students’ experiences in university context, who are in a tran-
sition phase from school to working life, it was deemed important to include assess-
ment of study-related academic forms of bullying, in addition to verbal, relational, 
physical, and technologically-mediated (cyber) forms. Hence, the following catego-
ries of bullying forms were assessed: (a) verbal attack (e.g., abuse, name-calling, 
threat); (b) physical damage to you or your belongings; (c) unjustified criticism, belit-
tling or humiliation related to your studies; (d) mocking or criticism related to your 
personal qualities (e.g., appearance, age, gender, religion, background); (e) damage 
to your peer relationships or social discrimination; and (f) technologically-mediated 
insulting or harassment (e.g., via the Internet or phone). The frequency of these expe-
riences was measured on a scale: 0 = never, 1 = occasionally, and 2 = often.

As there is no consensus among researchers on how bullying in university con-
text should be defined and assessed, definitions and measures have greatly varied 
between studies. Because different methodological choices may result in different 
findings, in cross-cultural research such as the current study, it was deemed impor-
tant to use similar definitions, measures, and collection techniques in all data collec-
tion in the four countries compared.
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2.4  Data analysis

Data were analyzed using STATA 13.1 for the Argentina data and IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics software for other data. Descriptive statistics (frequencies and frequency 
percentages) were used to indicate cultural similarities and differences in students’ 
experiences of bullying. Due to the skewed distribution of variables assessing bully-
ing experiences, nonparametric Mann–Whitney U tests were run to indicate possible 
gender differences.

3  Results

3.1  Bullying between students: RQ1

When students were asked about the frequency of having been victimized by their 
fellow students, their responses varied notably between the four countries com-
pared (see Table 2). Highest rates of bullying victimization were reported in Argen-
tina, where 25.2% of all respondents indicated that they had been bullied by other 
student(s) at least occasionally. This was followed by the USA (11.9%), and Finland 
(5.3%), with lowest rates (2%) being reported in Estonia. Highest rates of bullying 
other students at least occasionally were reported also in Argentina (5.5%), followed 
by the USA (3.5%), Finland (2.3%), and finally Estonia (1.7%; see Table 3). In each 
country, victimization was reported more often than bullying perpetration.

Gender differences in bullying roles also varied between the countries. While 
statistically significant gender differences in victimization by fellow students were 
detected only in Finland where female students reported having been bullied more 
often than male students, in other countries, gender differences were nonsignificant 
(see Table 2). However, in Argentina, Estonia, and the USA, male students reported 
bullying perpetration of their fellow students more than female students did. In Fin-
land, gender differences in bullying perpetration were nonsignificant (see Table 3).

3.2  Bullying by university personnel: RQ2

When students were asked about their experiences of having been bullied by univer-
sity personnel, cultural variation appeared differently, as compared with peer bully-
ing experiences (see Table 4). Having been bullied by university personnel at least 
occasionally was reported most often by students in Estonia (16.2%), followed by 
Argentina (9.5%) and the USA (8.9%), and least often in Finland (6.5%). Although 
female students reported victimization by university personnel more often than male 
students in all other countries except for Argentina, gender differences reached a sta-
tistically significant level (p < .05) only in Finland.
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3.3  Forms of bullying experienced by students: RQ3

When students were provided with a list of different forms of bullying and asked to 
indicate how frequently they had been subjected to each form of bullying at univer-
sity, only a small number of respondents (max. 2.2%) reported having been the recip-
ient of any of the listed forms of bullying often, and therefore the categories “often” 
and “occasionally” were combined for analysis (see Table 5). The highest frequencies 
were reported by students in the USA in most forms of bullying (i.e., verbal attacks, 
mocking or criticism related to personal qualities, damage to peer relationships or 
social discrimination, physical damage to the person or his or her belongings). How-
ever, unjustified criticism related to studies was reported most frequently by Estonian 
students, and technologically mediated insulting or harassment by students in Argen-
tina. The lowest rates of most forms of bullying were reported in Estonia and Finland.

Across the countries’ samples, the most often reported form of bullying victim-
ization was unjustified criticism, belittling, or humiliation related to studies. This 
type of bullying was reported by female students most often (varying from 13.3 to 
15.1%, between countries), and also by male students in Finland (9.2%) and Estonia 
(10.9%). In Argentina, the most often reported form of bullying by male students 
was verbal attacks (15.4%), and in the USA, it was mocking or criticism related to 
personal qualities (11.8%).

Overall, the most often reported forms of bullying were verbal by nature. Experi-
ences of verbal attacks and mocking or criticism related to personal qualities were 
experienced to almost the same extent in all other countries except for Estonia. Dam-
age to peer relationships or social discrimination was reported more often by female 
than male students in all other countries except for Argentina. The experiences of 
technologically mediated insulting or harassment varied from approximately 1% 
in Estonia and Finland to 4.2% in the USA and 4.9% in Argentina. The least often 
reported form of bullying was physical damage to the person or their belongings, the 
number of male students who reported these experiences varying from 0.8% in Esto-
nia to 3.1% in Argentina, and female students from 0% in Estonia to 2.4% in the USA.

4  Discussion

The results of the survey conducted with similar measures in four countries con-
firmed previous findings which have shown that students do experience bullying 
during their university studies, by both their peers (Lund and Ross 2016; Pörhölä 
2017; Sinkkonen et al. 2014) and university personnel (Chapell et al. 2004; Marrac-
cini et al. 2015; NUS 2008; Sinkkonen et al. 2014). Although a portion of students 
admit to bullying their fellow students (Lund and Ross 2016; Pörhölä 2017), the 
number of bullies was notably smaller than the number of students who identified 
themselves as victims. The differences in occurrence rates and forms of bullying 
reported are discussed in relation to a variety of cultural features, including promi-
nence of hierarchy norms, homogeneity of the people, gender, contextual norms 
regarding the communication of feedback, and the non-mandatory nature of higher 
education.
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Differences in occurrence rates and forms of bullying were found to exist across 
the four countries in the study. While the overall rates of bullying victimization and 
perpetration among students were the highest in Argentina, followed by the USA, 
Finland, and finally Estonia, this order interestingly changed when being bullied by 
university personnel was examined. The highest numbers of victimization by univer-
sity personnel were reported in Estonia, followed by Argentina, the USA, and finally 
Finland. When the students were asked more specifically about having been exposed 
to different forms of bullying, students in the USA reported the highest frequency in 
most bullying forms.

Several cultural features can explain differences found among countries, some of 
which are briefly discussed here. To begin with, the large cultural and socio-eco-
nomic diversity that exists in student populations in Argentina and the USA might 
create tensions between individual and groups of students, resulting in higher rates 
of bullying which were detected among students in these countries. A further expla-
nation for the high rates of bullying in Argentina could be that the country has 
experienced various political conflicts, military dictatorships, and several economic 
crises, which may have resulted in social fragmentation, suspicion of authorities, 
and increase of certain forms of violence even in higher education (see, Noel et al. 
2009). In addition, at the time of the research the university where data were col-
lected did not have a bullying policy, indicating it to be less commonly identified as 
a social phenomenon.

Hierarchy is a dimension of culture that embodies notions of power and subor-
dination. Due to their political history, both Argentina and Estonia still tend to be 
more hierarchical societies, where power is demonstrated, for example, through 
titles and positions. Also, teaching traditions can be quite authoritarian and teacher 
centered. These might partly explain the high frequencies of bullying victimization 
by university personnel in these countries. While students in Estonia reported the 
highest of all frequencies of victimization by personnel, they also reported lowest 
frequencies of victimization by peers. One explanation for this could be found in 
international comparisons which indicate the rates of peer bullying among Esto-
nian school children are among the highest (Currie et al. 2012). It is possible that, 
through their earlier experiences of peer bullying, students are socialized to regard 
bullying among peers as ‘normal’ behavior to be expected. Combined with that, in 
Estonia, individuals’ ability to defend themselves in peer relationships seems to be 
highly valued, possibly resulting in university students tending to avoid reporting 
on their experiences of peer victimization. Regarding university personnel, after 
Estonia became fully independent in 1991 from the occupation by the Soviet Union, 
social expectations of the development in the country focused on a less hierarchical 
approach. As a result, university students might have expectations of higher equality 
with their teachers and could therefore be more sensitive to report on bullying they 
experience from teachers than from peers.

The costs of higher education can provide a further explanation to the cross-cul-
tural differences in bullying experiences. While Argentina and Finland, and nowa-
days also Estonia, offer free attendance to public universities, students or their fami-
lies must pay for higher education in the USA, and by the time of data collection 
also in Estonia. The high financial costs of getting a higher education degree can 
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cause stress and increase competition among students because there is greater diver-
sity in student preparation to be successful at university, more pressure to do well, 
to make the right field of study choice, and to get out of university as efficiently as 
possible. In university cultures with higher status differentials between students and 
teachers and teaching traditions being more teacher centered, like in Estonia, the fact 
that students need to pay for their education may raise their expectations of being 
treated more respectfully by university personnel. This could be reflected in stu-
dents’ perceptions of receiving negative study-related criticism from their teachers, 
which might be experienced as being bullied by them. The highest frequencies of 
unjustified criticism related to studies that were reported by Estonian students may 
therefore reflect their communication experiences with teachers rather than peers.

In the USA, representing a less authoritarian culture with relatively low status 
hierarchy between students and teachers, the heavy financial costs of university stud-
ies can rather be reflected in increased competition between students, and lead to 
experiences of being bullied by fellow students rather than by university personnel. 
A study by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
looking at higher education costs throughout the world found that the USA has the 
highest average tuition costs of the 35 OECD member countries (including Estonia 
and Finland, but not Argentina), for both public and private institutions at the bach-
elor’s level (Education at a glance 2017). The large socio-economic diversity in the 
U.S. student population can cause further tensions between students.

The homogeneity of each culture may also be a useful dimension to examine the 
difference in rates and forms of bullying experienced at university. The relatively 
low frequencies of bullying that were reported in Finland among students and by 
personnel can be understood by considering Finnish cultural homogeneity. Simi-
larly with Estonia, the Finnish student population is quite homogenous culturally, 
socioeconomically, and educationally, and even political and religious diversity is 
relatively small, which may reduce possible conflicts between students. Such levels 
of homogeneity are not as prevalent in Argentina and the U.S. university student 
populations. Further, in the Finnish education system with equal free access offered 
to university studies to all and similar financial aid provided by the state for living 
expenses, students do not need to compete with each other to maintain their student 
status or to earn an academic degree. These features might decrease students’ stress 
level and promote the development of better relationships with peers and personnel.

Regarding gender differences, the results suggest a continuity in the aggres-
sive behavior of males, compared to that reported of females. Male students 
dominated as bullying perpetrators in each country, except for Finland, which is 
consistent with findings from elementary and middle school levels (e.g., Craig 
et al. 2009; Currie et al. 2012; Nansel et al. 2001; Seals and Young 2003) as well 
as at university (Chapell et  al. 2004; Giovazolias and Malikiosi-Loizos 2016; 
Lund and Ross 2016). Inconsistent with findings from elementary and middle 
schools where male students are also more often victimized than female stu-
dents, gender differences in victimization were nonsignificant, except for Fin-
land, suggesting that in young adulthood males would become less vulnerable to 
bullying. Previous studies at the university level have reported conflicting results 
regarding gender differences in bullying victimization (cf., Chapell et al. 2004; 
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Giovazolias and Malikiosi-Loizos 2016; NUS 2008; Lund and Ross 2016), sug-
gesting that cultural features might have an impact on these differences. Com-
pared with other countries in this study, divergent findings were found in Fin-
land to demonstrate higher rates of victimization by peers and personnel for 
female students and no gender differences in bullying perpetration. The finding 
suggests that female students in Finnish universities are bullied by other females 
more than they are in three other countries. It could also be interpreted to reflect 
lower levels of ‘masculine power’ in Finnish universities. Overall, gender trends 
were recognizable in that relational forms of bullying were more typical experi-
ences for female than male students at university, while males were more often 
engaged in physical forms of bullying than females (although these instances 
were rarely reported).

Contextual norms associated with the communication of feedback regarding 
individual performance are also likely to influence cross-cultural rates and forms 
of bullying experienced in the university setting. Various verbal forms of bully-
ing were the most typical experiences of students in university. The most often 
reported form of bullying in all countries was unjustified criticism, belittling or 
humiliation related to studies (together with mocking of personal qualities in the 
USA). So it seems that during university studies the forms of bullying transform 
to the same kind of verbal bullying that is typical in work environments. The 
research on workplace bullying shows that unjustified criticism of work perfor-
mance is among the most frequently reported forms of bullying experienced at 
work (e.g., Keashly and Harvey 2005; Pörhölä et  al. 2006). During university 
years, students’ increasing attention is likely to turn towards study success, as 
they understand that it is going to affect their ability to integrate into work con-
texts in the near future.

Potentially confounded with norms for communicating performance feed-
back in university contexts is the voluntary nature of higher education and the 
inherent goal of qualifying for a future profession, aspects that are speculated 
to impact occurrence rates and forms of bullying in different ways. It is under-
standable that students who have pursued a university education would pay more 
attention to their own and their peers’ study success and outcomes than students 
do at mandatory school levels. This could increase competition between students 
in the university context, and affect their bullying behavior. Further, since the 
ability to criticize others’ study performance requires intellectual capacity and 
an understanding of learning demands and outcomes that are less developed at 
a young age, the importance of study-related criticism may not have occurred 
as prominently of an issue during mandatory schooling. Also cyberbullying was 
rarely reported, giving support to the suggestion by Lund and Ross (2016), that 
bullying interventions at university should not focus primarily or exclusively 
on cyberbullying but rather on peer aggression, bullying and victimization in 
general.



163

1 3

Bullying in university between peers and by personnel: cultural…

5  Limitations

Although a total of 8497 students from 47 universities, in four countries on three 
continents participated in this study, giving a wider cross-cultural basis than ever 
before to examine students’ experiences of bullying during higher education, the 
study has its limitations. As is typical of most surveys, also in this study male 
students were underrepresented to some extent in all countries except for Argen-
tina. Further, due to different higher education structures, the average age of the 
respondents varied from 21.7 years in Argentina to 25.5 years in Estonia. Hence, 
the results may reflect better the experiences of female than male students and of 
slightly different age groups in the countries compared.

Further, in order to encourage honest reporting by students, anonymous 
responding to similarly structured questions were asked in each country. How-
ever, the differences in data collection methods between countries, such as using 
paper-and-pencil versus online questionnaire to be completed in a facility of own 
choice versus university facilities, could have had some effect, for example, on 
response rates, the representativeness of the student population, as well as on 
which students chose to complete the survey. While the possible effects of these 
differences on the results remain unclear, the reliability of the results is examined 
in the following section by means of construct validity analysis.

6  Contributions to construct validity

A difficulty in advancing bullying research is associated with concerns of validity 
and arguments over definitions of the phenomenon. A key theoretical contribu-
tion the current study offers is to shed light on the transformation of school-based 
forms of bullying into forms that are more readily identified in work and organi-
zational contexts. Shifting methodological focus from content validity to crite-
rion-related validity places more emphasis on the operationalization of bullying 
via different forms of communication behavior that convey aggression in univer-
sity contexts. The current study suggests aggressive behaviors used to bully oth-
ers in school may morph into aggressive behaviors that continue to bully others 
in the workplace via more contextually normed communication strategies. The 
study design utilizes convergent validity to reinforce the pursuit of cross-cultural 
studies as a way to advance research investigating the developmental shift in the 
communication of bullying behaviors as they are adapted across time, contexts, 
and expressed in different cultures.

The predictive validity of the current study is demonstrated in comparing the 
findings with previous reports from studies that have included relatively similar 
definitions, measures, and response options. The generalizability of the results to 
the university student population was good in the small countries of Estonia and 
Finland. The community sample collected in the USA represented well the stu-
dent populations in universities in which data were collected. And in Argentina, 
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a relatively under-studied country with regard to bullying, a large convenience 
sample now sets a benchmark to advance new studies in that country.

For example, in the U.S. sample, the frequency of peer victimization at least occa-
sionally (11.9%) was somewhat higher, while the frequency of bullying perpetration 
(3.5%) was only slightly lower than corresponding frequencies reported earlier by Mar-
raccini et al. (2015; 9% victims, 3.8% perpetrators), and Chapell et al. (2004; 6.1% vic-
tims, 5.1% perpetrators). Bullying by university personnel, at least occasionally, was 
also reported more often in this study (8.9%) than in studies by Chapell et al. (4.7%) 
and Marraccini et al. (4%). So, students’ experiences of bullying may differ to some 
extent between individual universities even across the same country.

Regarding Argentina, published studies of bullying at the university level were 
not available to support convergent validity, but trends do support predictive validity. 
For example, previous published studies on primary and secondary school showed a 
high level of peer bullying. More than half of primary school students in Argentina 
reported having been bullied by peers (Roman and Murillo 2011), with boys suffer-
ing more insults and threats, robberies and physical and verbal violence than girls. 
Still in secondary schools in Buenos Aires, 66.1% of students reported being bullied 
by peers, including experiences of mistreatment or humiliation, being mocked, being 
excluded from activities, and being told hurtful things (D’Angelo and Fernández 2011). 
Although the results indicate a high prevalence of bullying in the sample, participants 
reported the frequency of bullying experiences at the university decreased compared to 
pre-university studies, which is consistent with developmental trends in bullying occur-
rence rates cross-culturally.

Further, to reinforce convergent validity in this study, bullying experiences were 
assessed in two ways: by measuring overall (global) bullying victimization and perpe-
tration, and by measuring exposure to different bullying forms. The large category of 
verbal bullying was divided into three subcategories to represent different messages in 
this type of bullying (face threat, personal qualities, and academic success). When data 
were collected, social awareness of bullying in primary and secondary school settings 
was quite high in Finland and the USA and increasing attention was paid to it in Esto-
nia. Even though there was no clear term that refers to bullying in Spanish, the commu-
nication behaviors used to illustrate forms of bullying were recognizable by participants 
in Argentina. As can be expected, the two assessment methods evoked slightly different 
responses in Argentina, as students reported higher frequencies of overall victimization 
than different forms of victimization. Despite the definition given in the survey ques-
tionnaire, the lack of a common term might have brought different interpretations in the 
respondents’ minds, and could explain the differences between the reports of victimi-
zation to overall bullying and to more detailed forms of bullying in Argentina. Future 
studies could benefit from including assessment of both the form and content for each 
type of bullying.
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7  Practical implications

While it is essential to increase awareness of the bullying that students experience 
during higher education, it is also necessary to develop anti-bullying policies and 
mechanisms for correcting outcomes for both students and personnel in univer-
sities. As the forms of bullying in university start to reflect those typical in the 
workplace, it is important to help students identify these forms in their own and 
others’ behavior. In order to help students successfully complete their studies and 
to support their well-being and ethical professional development, students should 
be provided skills that are needed in the defense against bullying when they con-
front it in the university or later in the workplace.

In their literature review, Pörhölä et  al. (2019) demonstrate the existence of 
studies to show that being bullied by peers is associated with academic problems 
and deficiencies in academic achievements in childhood and adolescence, how-
ever, they also argue this association may fall away as students grow up. Holt 
et  al. (2014), for example, found that past bullying experiences were not asso-
ciated with academic performance in college. Pörhölä et  al. suggest that bul-
lying victims at university could be individuals who are very focused on their 
studies and have high expectations for their study success, and therefore might 
be particularly sensitive to the feedback and critique they receive of their study 
performances. The findings of the present study emphasize the need to discuss 
with students the principles of giving and receiving encouraging and constructive 
feedback on study performances. As Keashly and Wajngurt (2016) argue, fea-
tures of academe promote an environment in which ideas are subjected to rigor-
ous scrutiny and critique, and, in such an environment, dissent and disagreement 
are valued and expressed through vibrant debate and dialogue. What is permitted 
and promoted in academic contexts may be viewed in other social contexts as 
inappropriate and even abusive behavior. Therefore, sharing an understanding of 
what is considered appropriate interaction and behavior in the academic context 
is critical.

Further, clinicians at student health services and counseling centers, staff in 
student affairs divisions and offices, and others who work with university stu-
dents regarding their socioemotional well-being may benefit from systematically 
assessing students’ bullying experiences at university to see to what extent bul-
lying is an issue for the institution or a threat to an individual student. When 
examining bullying in higher education, it is important to include assessment 
of study-related forms of bullying. Also, student unions have an important role 
in increasing awareness of bullying and showing disapproval of such behaviors 
among students, which may help students to more safely transition from the uni-
versity peer community to the workplace communities of their future.
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