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Abstract
Objective – The objective of this study was to evaluate the prevalence and patterns of bullying victimization among primary 
school pupils. Our goal was also to structure evidence-based recommendations as to the main issues surrounding bullying victim-
ization. Methods – A cross-sectional study included 380 primary school pupils from 6 primary schools located in the municipality 
of Voždovac, in the capital city of Belgrade, Serbia. Data were collected using an anonymous questionnaire. The questionnaire 
explored socio-demographic data, types, location and frequency of bullying as well as pupils’ reactions to bullying. Results – One 
hundred fifty one pupils (39.7%) reported being victims to bullying. The prevalence of bullying varied across school grades, but 
showed a decreasing tendency with more advanced grade at school (58.3% in 3rd grade, 37.1% in 5th grade and 26.3% in 7th 
grade). Making jokes and exclusion from the group were the most frequent types of bullying. The most common location of bul-
lying was inside the classroom (81.4%) and school yard (61.8%). Boys were more frequently victims of bullying compared with 
girls (χ2 test=6.264; P=0.012). Being younger correlated with more frequent reporting of bullying (rho=0.236; P=0.001). Conclu-
sion – Our findings call for bullying prevention programs in primary schools with the aim at improving teachers’ competence to 
promptly recognize and respond to bullying. Bullying prevention programs should be compulsory for the teaching staff as well as 
for the pupils and their parents.
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Introduction

At a global level, school bullying is a serious problem 
among children and adolescents (1). The importance 
of bullying for school health and for public health 
in general is related to the consequences of bully-
ing that could have detrimental effect on physical 
(2), mental (3) and social (4) health and well-being. 
School bullying has been recognized as a complex 
phenomenon that requires systematic and multidis-
ciplinary approach to resolution and prevention (5). 

Bullying is a specific form of repeated aggression 
in which one or more persons intimidate and harass 
another person (6). Repeated aggression is one of 
the characteristics that differs bullying from single 

episodes of aggression. In addition, the imbalance 
of power between the perpetrators and the victims 
represents another key feature of bullying. This im-
balance of power may be physical or psychological, 
but also accounts for name-calling, use of threats, 
spreading rumors or exclusion of a person from the 
peer group (7).

Victims of bullying tend to avoid going to 
school, exhibit higher levels of anxiety and lower 
self-esteem, have troubles concentrating and sleep-
ing and have lower academic achievements com-
pared to children who are not involved in bully-
ing (8-10). Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) 
showed that children aged 10 years who had fre-
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quently been bullied have specific morphological 
changes in the cerebral cortex compared to children 
who had never been bullied (11). Long-term con-
sequences of bullying include posttraumatic stress 
disorder (12), poorer mental and physical health, 
which affect various aspects of life, such as rela-
tionships, work and economic independence (13). 
Compelling data from 48 countries worldwide 
showed that adolescents who experienced bullying 
were more likely to attempt suicide (14).  

Evidence suggests that school bullying may start 
as early as the beginning of primary school (15). 
Certain children are more prone to being victims of 
bullying, such as those who are of different ethnicity 
compared to the majority of children at school, or 
those who are overweight or obese (16, 17). Victims 
of bullying more likely have chronic diseases (18), are 
less affluent or live in households with only one par-
ent (19). Also, it has been observed that boys more 
often tend to be the perpetrators, while girls have 
more often been the victims of bullying (20). Bul-
lying victimization often remains underreported to 
school teachers or parents, as victims feel ashamed or 
fear retaliation (21). Because of all aforementioned, 
research on bullying is important and has health-
related, social and economic implications. 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the 
prevalence of bullying among primary school 
children and to describe the patterns of bullying 
victimization in a sample of children in primary 
schools in one municipality in the city of Belgrade. 

Methods

Setting and Participants

A cross-sectional study was conducted in Belgrade, 
the capital city of the Republic of Serbia, during 
February 2008. Belgrade has a population of ap-
proximately 1.6 million people and 17 munici-
palities (22). Of those, 10 make the inner city of 
Belgrade. We randomly selected one municipality, 
Voždovac, for recruitment of the study participants. 
The municipality of Voždovac lies between the in-
ner city and suburban metropolitan area. According 
to last Census, the municipality had 158,213 inhab-

itants (23). Of those, 6,790 were children aged 5-9 
years and 6,641 were children aged 10-14 years (23). 

Of 23 primary schools located in the territory 
of Voždovac (24) we randomly selected 8 primary 
schools for the recruitment of study participants. 
Random selection of schools was conducted in the 
following manner: first, all 23 schools were listed 
alphabetically; second, names of schools were writ-
ten on separate slips of paper which were folded two 
times and placed in a non-transparent bag; third, 
a person who did not participate in the previously 
described procedure chose 8 slips of paper from 
the bag, which corresponded to approximately one 
third of all schools in the municipality. In this way, 
we contacted 8 selected schools, however, 2 declined 
participation. In total, 6 primary schools were se-
lected for the recruitment of study participants.

Primary schooling in Serbia is organized according 
to 8 grades/years. Children who turn 7 years of age 
are eligible to enter the first grade, although, occasion-
ally children aged 6 years may start primary school-
ing (provided that the school psychologist grants that 
the child may be enrolled). Usually, children complete 
primary school by the age of 15. In each school, we 
randomly selected one class in 3rd, 5th and 7th grade, to 
account for various levels of primary schooling. One 
class has, at a minimum, 15 pupils, however, it is cus-
tomary that there are 20-25 pupils per one class.  

The sample size was calculated using Raosoft 
sample size calculator (25) based on margin of error 
of 5%, confidence interval of 95%, approximation 
of the population size of children aged 5-14 years 
residing in Voždovac (approximately 13,000) (23) 
and response distribution of 50%. The calculated 
sample size was 374 children. 

Of 398 pupils who were offered to fill in the 
anonymous questionnaire, 380 returned the ques-
tionnaires (response rate 95.5%). This sample rep-
resents 2.9% of children aged 5-14 years in the mu-
nicipality of Voždovac reported in the 2011 Census 
(23). Because pupils were younger than 18 years, 
the schools in which we conducted the survey in-
formed the parents in an opt-out manner. This 
means that the parents were informed about the 
survey and were asked to notify the school in case 
they did not want their children to take part in it. 
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Instrument

Research data were collected using an anonymous 
questionnaire. The pupils filled in the questionnaire 
independently before the start of teaching classes. 
The questionnaire was constructed based on previ-
ous research on primary school bullying (26-28). 
The face validity of the questionnaire was verified 
on a pilot study sample of 15 primary school pupils 
aged 9-15 years.

The questionnaire explored demographic char-
acteristics of the participants, such as gender, age, 
parental education level, grade point average and 
number of siblings. The following part of the ques-
tionnaire explored bullying experience: general 
awareness as to the occurrence of bullying at their 
school, attitudes towards bullying and behaviors 
regarding a situation where one witnesses bullying 
of others. Answers related to bullying were graded 
on a 5-point Likert scale, where grade 1 referred 
to “I strongly disagree” and grade 5 referred to “I 
strongly agree”. The last part of the questionnaire 
examined personal experiences of pupils relative to 
bullying: whether the pupils had been victims of 
bullying, who they asked for help, specific location 
of bullying and frequency of bullying. 

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional 
Review Board of the Institute of Epidemiology, Fac-
ulty of Medicine, University of Belgrade. The pupils 
provided consent for participation in the study.

Statistical Analyses

To describe the study sample, we applied meth-
ods of descriptive statistics (percentages, mean and 
standard deviation). Of analytical statistics, the Chi 
square test was used to examine differences between 
the categorical variables. The Spearman’s correlation 
coefficient (rho) was used to evaluate correlation be-
tween the selected variables. The probability level of 
P<0.05 was considered statistically significant. Data 
were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS, Inc, Chicago, IL, USA), version 15.0. 

Results

Of 380 pupils, 199 (52.4%) were boys and 181 
(47.6%) were girls. The average age of pupils was 
11.2±1.7 years. The youngest participant was 8 
years old and the oldest was 14 years old. There were 
115 pupils (30.3%) in the 3rd grade, 132 (34.7%) 
in the 5th and 133 (35.0%) in the 7th grade. The 
average age of the parents was 39.3±5.3 years for 
mothers and 42.3±5.6 for fathers. 

Sixty point eight percent of pupils confirmed 
that in their schools certain pupils laugh, insult and 
call names of other pupils. Approximately 70% of 
pupils either strongly agreed or agreed that pupils 
joke about physical appearance and origin of their 
schoolmates. Thirty seven point nine percent of 
children strongly agreed and 22.1% agreed that 
fights occurred in their schools. Also, 8.2% pupils 
reported having heard of thefts (of either money, 
clothes and/or jewelry).

A total of 39.7% (151) of school children were 
victims of bullying. The prevalence of bullying var-
ied across the school grades, but had a decreasing 
tendency with advancing grade at school (58.3% in 
3rd grade, 37.1% in 5th and 26.3% in 7th grade). The 
types of bullying reported by the pupils are present-
ed in Table 1. Making jokes and exclusion from the 
group were the most frequent types of bullying in 
our sample of primary school pupils. Slightly more 
than one half (58.3%) confirmed that the perpetra-
tors were their classmates. Additionally, boys were 
more frequently victims of bullying than girls (χ2 
test=6.264; P=0.012).

A statistically significant correlation (rho=0.236; 
P=0.001) was observed between being younger and 
reporting bullying to adults. By contrast, older chil-
dren had more frequently a tendency to avoid inter-
fering because they did not care (χ²=8.741; P=0.013). 
It was observed that girls trusted more their princi-
pal teachers than boys (χ²=8.741; P=0.013), while 
boys did not react to bullying because “it was not 
their business” (χ²=12.072; P=0.001). The distri-
bution of locations where episodes of bullying oc-
curred were presented in Table 2. The pupils most 
commonly reported that bullying took place in the 
classroom or in the school yard.
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The majority of bullying episodes (61.6%) were 
reported to the class teacher. However, 27.6% pu-
pils revealed that they did not report bullying to 
their teachers because they were afraid. Only 3.7% 
of pupils stated that the perpetrators were not pun-
ished. In terms of frequency of bullying, 54% of 
children reported that bullying occurred yearly, 
while 4% of children reported that they experi-
enced bullying every day.

Discussion

This study found that the prevalence of bullying 
victimization among primary school pupils in the 
Voždovac municipality was 39.7%. The prevalence 
of bullying victimization observed in our study is 
comparable to that in Germany (29.9%) (29) and 
Australia (43.3%) (30). The prevalence of bullying 
in primary schools markedly varies. Relatively low 
prevalence of bullying victimization of 17.2% was 

observed in Mexico (31), while peer victimization 
may be as high as 91.2%, as reported in the United 
States (32). The prevalence of bullying depends on 
the measurement instrument as well as on the defi-
nition and interpretation of bullying. For this rea-
son, a comparison of bullying prevalence between 
different populations worldwide could be difficult.

Consistent with previous data in literature (33, 
34), the majority of pupils in our sample reported 
having experienced some type of verbal violence. For 
example, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cerni Obrdalj 
et al. (34) reported that 59% of pupils experienced 
verbal aggression. The frequency of verbal aggres-
sion was higher compared to physical aggression. 
Some researchers found that bullies could be exclu-
sively verbal/social, as opposed to all-types bullies 
(35). It is suggested that the peak of verbal bullying 
occurs between grades 6 and 8 (35). A large study 
of verbal bullying among more than 50,000 Bra-
zilian adolescents reported that factors associated 
with being a verbal perpetrator were being male and 
younger, not living with both parents, witnessing 
family violence and having body mass index outside 
the healthy weight range (36). Health consequences 
of verbal bullying have been associated with poorer 
oral health (37) and sleep bruxism (38).  

In this study, bullying victimization was sig-
nificantly more frequent among boys and pupils in 
lower grades, which is in line with the findings of 
other authors (31, 36). Some authors suggested that 
the gender difference in bullying is related to gen-
der roles, where boys are more aggressive per se and 
violence among them is reinforced (39). It is also 
underscored that this phenomenon enables partic-
ular individuals to become more prominent within 
their class or peer group (39). We observed that 
the prevalence of bullying victimization decreased 
with more advanced school grade. This could be 
explained by the adjustment to school environment 
and higher level of socialization in more advanced 
school grades. Paul et al. (40) suggested that the dy-
namics of bullying varies between classes, and that 
the victim is rarely only one particular pupil. 

Wolke et al. (29) reported that the location of 
bullying is of paramount importance in a school 

Table 1. Types of Bullying Victimization in 6 Primary 
Schools at the Municipality of Voždovac, Belgrade, 
Serbia Among Children Who Reported Being Victims of 
Bullying (N=151)

Type of bullying N (%)

Making jokes 117 (77.4)

Exclusion 109 (72.1)

Gossips 100 (66.2)

Stealing 31 (20.5)

Physical violence 24 (15.9)

Table 2. Location of Bullying Victimization in 6 Primary 
Schools at the Municipality of Voždovac, Belgrade, 
Serbia Among Children Who Reported Being Victims of 
Bullying (N=151)

Location of bullying N (%)

Classroom 123 (81.4)

School yard 94 (62.9)

On the way to/from school 32 (21.2)

School corridors 25 (16.5)

In school toilets 16 (10.6)

In school sports hall 7 (4.6)

In school sports field 4 (2.6)

Other 5 (3.3)
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setting. While in the study of Wolke et al. (29) 
among English and German pupils bullying most 
commonly occurred in the school yard, in our study 
classroom was the most frequent location of bully-
ing. In addition, almost one third of pupils did not 
ask for help from their teachers. This could poten-
tially be explained by the notion that some pupils 
do not have the confidence in their teachers and 
might not feel sufficiently protected. Because we 
found that bullying occurred, by and large, inside 
the classrooms, the role of the teachers is essential, 
as well as support from the peers (41). Jenkins et al. 
(41) have highlighted that social support network 
appears to be a crucial feature of resilience among 
victims to bullying. Social support includes not only 
the teachers and peers, but also the parents (42).   

A previous study highlighted the importance of 
positive school climate in the promotion of anti-
bullying behavior (43). Positive school climate has 
been associated with better school behaviors as well 
as stronger cognitive and emotional engagement of 
pupils in all the grades (43). These findings suggest 
that both general school environment and individ-
uals (e.g. teachers and peers) have a role in preven-
tion of bullying. In the present study, we observed 
that one of the most common types of bullying 
was calling out someone’s physical appearance and 
origin. These results suggest that prejudice and dis-
crimination of persons who are ‘different than aver-
age’ are common. We also found reports of physical 
bullying in schools, suggesting that there is a high 
level of aggression among the pupils. Bearing these 
findings in mind, we propose the following:

–	Teachers have a key role in fostering inclusion 
as well as safe and supportive environment for 
all pupils. For this reason, teachers need to 
actively respond to verbal and physical bul-
lying at the time when it occurs, as well as 
to promote tolerance through organized com-
mon activities where pupils are required to 
collaborate and share experiences as a group 
(44). This could be achieved inside and out-
side the classroom and can involve third par-
ties that are interested and willing to par-
ticipate and offer opportunities for engaging 

in various challenges. Cooperative learning 
among school peers in middle school has been 
deemed as a sustainable strategy to improve 
the interactions with schoolmates and build a 
school-community that will enhance the feel-
ings of commitment and belonging and sub-
sequently prevent school bullying (45). 

–	Schools should also openly address and ad-
vocate the policy of non-prejudice and non-
discrimination, by allocating the time and 
space to discuss differences and provide the 
opportunities for pupils to get personally ac-
quainted with persons of different ethnic and 
cultural background or health practice. In the 
efforts to reduce or prevent school bullying, 
collaboration between the education sector 
and different partners has been acknowledged 
as a success factor (46).

Limitations of the Study

Our study sample was relatively small. Although we 
included only one municipality, Voždovac includes 
urban and suburban areas. For this reason, our re-
sults could be generalized to other urban municipal-
ities within the city. We have not included schools 
from rural areas, where bullying patterns could have 
been different. For this reason, we cannot generalize 
our results to the entire country. Bullying victimiza-
tion was self-reported, which is open to information 
bias. Thus, a false negative (missed finding referring 
to the pupils who did not acknowledge the existing 
bullying) cannot be excluded. We have not exam-
ined the intensity of bullying and the experiences 
of bullying from a perspective of a perpetrator. In-
clusion of the bullying perpetration patterns could 
have provided a more nuanced information about 
the characteristics of primary school pupils as vic-
tims, victim-bullies and bullies. The questionnaire 
did not include information on social status, which 
may have been an important aspect concerning bul-
lying victimization. We did not include the mea-
sures of mental health to examine potential associa-
tions between bullying victimization and character-
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istics of mental health and psychological profiles of 
the perpetrators and the victims.  

Conclusion

This study provided an estimate of bullying vic-
timization prevalence in primary schools of the 
municipality of Voždovac, Belgrade, Serbia. The 
prevalence of bullying victimization was rather 
high. Bullying victimization most often occurred 
within the school premises. Our findings highlight 
the need to establish bullying prevention strategies 
in primary schools. These strategies should aim at 
building competence among teachers for prompt 
recognition and response to bullying. The bullying 
prevention strategies should also include the par-
ents and the community as a whole. 
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