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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the role of children’s characteristics, parenting practices,

and peer relationships in school victimization. The research employed a mixed methodology.

The quantitative phase of the research included 374 children and their parents. The children

completed the Revised Olweus Bullying and Victimization Questionnaire, the Behavioral
Inhibition Instrument, the Parental Bonding Instrument, and the Social Acceptance Scale.

The qualitative phase of the research included eight children, who were randomly selected
from the quantitative phase. Data in this phase were collected through a focus group.

The results of the quantitative phase showed that victimization is positively predicted by
behavioral inbibition, while it is negatively predicted by maternal and paternal care, and
peer relationships. The results of the qualitative phase were consistent with the results of
the quantitative phase. In addition, new characteristics and concepts emerged from the
qualitative data, such as the victims characteristics (low self-esteem, inability to support
oneself and express one’s opinion, low success, victim diversity). Therefore, a complex and
comprehensive profile of school victims was developed through the mixed methodology

which includes the child’s behaviors and characteristics and parental and social factors.

The research results are useful for designing prevention and intervention programs related
to children and adolescents’ psycho-emotional empowerment.

Keywords: Victimization; quantitative phase; qualitative phase; mixed methodology;
child’s characteristics; parenting practices; peer relationships
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Introduction

Peer victimization is a major social problem affecting children
in all parts of the world. According to the World Health
Organization (2012), victimization is a global phenomenon,
with an average incidence of 32% of children victimized in
38 countries. Victimization is defined as the victim’s exposure
to aggressive behavior, which is systematic and intentionally
intending to cause the victim physical or mental injury
(Klomek et al., 2007; Olweus, 1993). Peer victimization
affects children’s functionality in various areas of their lives
and is linked to subsequent adjustment and emotional
problems (Chan, 2013; Cole et al., 2015; Georgiou & Fanti,
2014). During childhood and adolescence, peer victimization
experiences can disrupt critical developmental processes,
including difficulties in growing independence, exploring
one’s interests, and forming healthy peer relationships (Oberle
et al., 2018).

Victimization is a complex phenomenon. No single cause
can explain why some children are victimized. According
to Bronfenbrenners (1977) ecological model, individual
characteristics and contextual factors (such as the family and
social environment) interact with and influence the child’s
holistic, psycho-emotional development. In school bullying
and peer victimization, this model focuses on understanding
how individual characteristics of children interact with
environmental (family and peers) contexts to promote or
prevent victimization and perpetration (Hong & Espelage,
2012). Based on Bronfenbrenners (1977) classic ecological
model, the present study aims to examine the risk factors
associated with school victimization. Specifically, the study
investigates how individual characteristics, family (parenting
practices), and social factors (relationships with peers) are
associated with child victimization. Identifying the risk factors
contributes to improving and developing prevention and
intervention programs.

Parenting Practices and Peer Victimization

Parenting practices are a factor that is consistently examined
concerning the development of peer victimization. Parenting
practices relate to parents’ behavior toward their children,
including parental care and protection (de Haan, Prinzie, &
Dekovic, 2009; Hermandez-Gzman et al., 2013). High care
includes parenting practices such as affection and empathy,
while low care involves coldness, alienation, rejection,
and indifference. Parental protection includes autonomy,
independence, and freedom that can be given to the child,
while high protection refers to parental actions limiting a
child’s autonomy and independence, such as overprotection
(Canetti et al., 1997; Mullineaux et al., 2009). Research
has often shown that when negative parenting practices are
developed, such as parental rejection, lack of parental control,
alienation, and overprotection, then the child may be more
easily victimized (Beran, 2009; Bibou-Nakou et al., 2012;
Bowes et al., 2009; Dehue et al., 2012; Georgiou, 2008a;
Gémez-Ortiz et al., 2016; Lereya et al., 2013; Nikiforou et al.,
2013; Papanikolaou et al., 2011; Thornberg, 2010).

Peer Relationships and Peer Victimization

Relationships with peers refer to children’s social interactions
with other children their age (Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin,
1994). These social relationships serve many positive functions,
such as informing the child about his/her values, promoting and
acquiring new skills, and acting as a protective factor against
negative events (Bukowski & Adams, 2005). In addition, these
relationships are an essential factor in children’s adaptation and
wider social and emotional development (Asher & Coie, 1990).
Research has shown that negative relationships with peers, lack
of support, and acceptance from peers are risk factors for child
victimization (Barboza et al., 2009; Garandeau & Cillessen,
2006; Jingu & Eunha, 2019; Long et al., 2020; Nikiforou,
Georgiou & Stavrinides, 2013; Rigby, 2005). In particular,
Perren and Alsaker’s (2006) research showed that victims are
more isolated, less social, less likely to have playmates, and
more withdrawn from peer-to-peer social situations.

Individual Characteristics, Bebavioral Inhibition, and Peer
Victimization

Research has linked specific individual characteristics to peer
victimization. Such characteristics are low self-esteem, social
anxiety, and fear of negative criticism from their peers (Guerra,
Williams, & Sadek, 2011). Other personal characteristics that
lead to peer victimization are reduced copying skills, inability
to support themselves, social withdrawal, and shyness (Smith,
Shu, & Madsen, 2001). Another individual characteristic is
behavioral inhibition. Behavioral inhibition is defined as a stable
trait that refers to a person’s negative emotional and behavioral
reactions to new situations and stimuli (Kagan et al., 1984).
The behaviorally inhibited children are socially withdrawn
and shy, play alone, do not interact with other children in the
game, and prefer to observe other children (Degnan, Almas, &
Fox, 2010). However, only two studies have investigated the
relationship between behavioral inhibition and victimization.
For instance, Gladstone, Parker, and Malhi’s (2006) research
examined adult retrospective narratives regarding their
childhood victimization experiences and their emotional
and behavioral reactions, such as behavioral inhibition. The
study’s findings suggested that adults who exhibited behavioral
inhibition were shy and sensitive in childhood and were more
likely to be bullied by their peers. Also, the study of Ioannidou
and Zafiroupoulou (2021a) highlighted that behaviorally
inhibited children are more likely to be victimized and develop
internalizing symptoms, especially if their parents indicate
negative practices toward them.

Research Purpose

The present study aims to enhance the understanding of school
victimization by examining a blend of individual (behavioral
inhibition trait and other characteristics), familial (parenting
practices), and social factors (peer relationships) through a
unique mixed-methods approach. Unlike prior research, which
predominantly employed quantitative paradigms, this study
integrates quantitative and qualitative analyses to offer a more
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nuanced and comprehensive exploration of the phenomenon
(Lereya et al., 2013; Nikiforou et al., 2013). Few qualitative and
mixed studies have been conducted in relation to children’s and
adolescents’ views on bullying and peer victimization, especially
in the Cyprus population (Bibou-Nakou et al., 2013; Guera,
Williams, & Sadek, 2011). The mixed methodology allows for
a more detailed and comprehensive analysis and interpretation
of research results (Johnson, Onwugbuzie, & Turner, 2007;
Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2015). The study’s quantitative method
quantifies the extent to which behavioral inhibition, parenting
practices, and peer relationships predict peer victimization. The
qualitative component aims to explore childrens subjective
experiences and perceptions regarding the constructs of interest
(e.g., their views on how parental behavior and peer relationships
impact victimization) and provide depth and context to the
quantitative findings, offering a more holistic understanding of
the phenomena. Also, the qualitative method uncovers nuanced
aspects of the child, family, and peer dynamics that contribute
to victimization, which might not be fully captured through
quantitative measures. Furthermore, the innovation of the present
study relies on developing a multifactorial profile of victims
arising from both the children’s perspectives and surveys. The
research takes into account multiple factors, such as individual,
family, and social, that contribute to child victimization.
While previous research has separately investigated the roles of
parenting practices, peer relationships, and individual traits in the
context of victimization, this study’s integrated approach allows
for a more comprehensive understanding of how these factors
interact. It provides insight into the complex, multifaceted nature
of victimization, which has been less explored in a combined
framework. Finally, the research examined the role of behavioral
inhibition, which has so far not been examined in relation
to victimization, apart from the existence of only two studies.
This appears to be an important gap in the literature, and this
makes it necessary to examine behavioral inhibition in relation to
victimization to clarify whether it is a characteristic of victimized
children. The study seeks to empirically test this relationship,
offering insights that can inform targeted interventions for

behaviorally inhibited children.

Research Hypotheses for the Quantitative Phase

a) Itisexpected that maternal and paternal care will negatively
predict child and adolescent victimization.

b) Maternal and paternal protection is expected to positively
predict child and adolescent victimization.

o) It is expected that the child’s peer relationships will
negatively predict child and adolescent victimization.

d) It is expected that behavioral inhibition will positively
predict child and adolescent victimization.

Tab. 1. Participants by Gender and Grade, Quantitative Phase.

Research Questions for the Qualitative Phase

e) What reasons do children describe as the factors that led a
child to be victimized by their peers?

f) How do children perceive the characteristics of children
who are the target of school bullying?

g) How do children describe and perceive the relationships
children who are victims of school bullying have with their
peers?

h) How do children describe and perceive the relationship
that children who are victims of school bullying have with
their parents?

Method

Quantitative Method
Participants and Procedure

The study participants were 374 Greek-Cypriot children and
adolescents aged 10 to 14 years and their parents/guardians.
As shown in Table 1, the 217 children came from the fifth
and sixth elementary school grades, while the 157 children
came from the first and second high school grades (average
age = 12.04, TA = 1.03). Of the 374 children, 174 were boys
(46.5%), and 200 were girls (53.5%). The mothers and fathers
had secondary education (42% and 58%, respectively) and
university education (40% and 57%). In addition, 87% of the
children lived with both parents, 10% had divorced parents,
and 3% were from single-parent families.

The study was approved by the Cyprus National Bioethics
Commission, the Ministry of Education and Culture of
Cyprus, the Office of the Commissioner for the Protection
of Personal Data, and the schools’” directors. In addition, the
written consent of the parents/guardians was a prerequisite
for the children’s participation. Initially, the researchers gave
a sealed envelope to parents/guardians, including the parent
consent form, and he parent demographic form. Then, the
children completed the student demographic form and the
relevant research questionnaires on the school premises during
a teaching period.

Measures

Peer Victimization: The Revised Olweus Bully / Victim
Questionnaire was used to examine whether children are
victims of bullying (Olweus, 1996). It is a self-report scale
consisting of 40 questions. The questionnaire consists of
two subscales, one for victimization and one for bullying.

Grade
5% grade of Elementary school 6™ grade of Elementary 1st grade of High 2nd grade of High Total
school school school
Gender Boys 36 54 50 34 174
Girls 69 58 40 33 200
Total 105 112 90 67 374
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For this study, only the victimization subscale was used. The
child is asked to answer on a five-point Likert scale (0 = not
valid at all to 5 = very valid) whether he/she has experienced
the victimization incident that describes each question.
Some examples of victimization subscale questions are:
“Someone or some of my classmates are making fun of
me,” “Someone or some of my classmates are calling me
various offensive adjectives,” The internal consistency for
this sample was o = .95.

Parental  Bonding Instrument: 'The Parental Bonding
Instrument was used to evaluate parenting practices (Parker,
Tuplin, & Brown, 1979). It is a self-report tool that consists of
25 questions, and the child evaluates the behavior of his father
and mother separately. Answers are graded on a four-point scale,
depending on how common or not the parent’s behavior was.
The questionnaire consists of two scales, care (12 questions)
and protection (13 questions), which lead to four different
types of parental practices (maternal and paternal care and
maternal and paternal protection). Some examples of questions
about maternal/paternal care and maternal/paternal protection
are: “Spoke to me with a warm and friendly voice,” “Seemed
emotionally cold to me,” “Tried to control everything I did,”
“Let me decide things for myself.” The internal consistency for
this study was o = .88 for the Maternal Care scale, o = .81 for
the Maternal Protection scale, o = .88 for the Paternal Care scale,
and o = .84 for the Paternal Protection scale.

Peer Relationships: The Social Acceptance Sub-Scale, from
the Child Self-Perception Profile Questionnaire, was used to
measure children’s peer relationships and their perception of
acceptance by their peer group (Harter, 1985). This sub-scale
consists of six questions that record either high or low acceptance
(indicative statements: “some children have many friends,”
“other children do not have many friends”). Each question
consists of two opposite statements: “some children would
like to have more friends” while “other children have as many
friends as they want.” The child has to choose which of the two
statements best describes him/her and then answer whether this
statement is partially correct or very correct for himself/herself.
The internal consistency for this study was o = .95.

Behavioral Inhibition: The Behavioral Inhibition Instrument
assessed children’s behavioral inhibition (Muris et al., 1999). It
is a self-report questionnaire, which consists of four items that
refer to shyness (“I am shy when I have to talk to a stranger”),
communication (“I talk easily to a stranger”), fear (“I feel
nervous when I have to talk to a stranger”) and joy (“I feel good
and I can laugh when I talk to a stranger”). Each question is
graded on a four-point scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 =
often, 4 = always). The internal consistency of the Behavioural
Inhibition Instrument was good a = .93.

Qualitative Method
Participants and Procedure

Eight children (four boys and four girls) who participated
in the quantitative phase were randomly selected in the second
phase. Two children (1 boy and 1 girl) participated from each
grade (5th and 6th grade of elementary school and 1st and 2nd

grade of high school). The random selection of the participating
children aimed to avoid targeting and stigmatizing children as
victims or perpetrators. A telephone conversation followed
with the children’s parents to explain and describe in detail the
second phase and emphasize confidentiality and personal data
protection. The participating children are referred to by their
initials to preserve their anonymity.

Measures
Focus Group

A focus group was conducted in which eight children participated.
According to Krueger (1988), the ideal size of a focus group is
around 8-10 participants. Small focus groups make children feel
safe and trust each other, listening to other children’s opinions,
and in this way, they express and share more thoughts and
feelings (Curry etal., 2009). Furthermore, in qualitative research,
the focus is often on the richness and depth of data obtained from
each participant rather than the number of participants. Given
the specific focus on peer victimization and the detailed, personal
nature of the experiences being investigated, a smaller, focused
sample allows for an in-depth exploration of each participant’s
unique perspective (Guest et al., 2000).

The focus group lasted approximately 1.5 hours. The
purpose of the focus group was for children to share their
thoughts and perceptions about victimization and bullying
and discuss the characteristics of child victims (Curry et
al., 2009). The senior author conducted the focus group at
the University site. At first, the group leader (senior author)
explained the purpose of the study, the confidentiality
issues, and the recorder’s use. A semi-structured interview
was designed to explore the experiences, perceptions, and
insights of children regarding peer victimization, victim
characteristics, parenting practices, and peer relationships.
The interview followed a flexible guide that included open-
ended questions and imaginative situations to encourage
children to express their thoughts and reactions (Patton et al.,
2017). The questions (Appendix 1) were designed to reflect
the survey items and allow for open-ended discussion of the
dynamics of victimization. For example, participants were
asked: “How do you think the relationship of these children
with their parents is> How would you describe it?”, “Describe
some characteristics or behaviors of these children that
can lead to their victimization”, “How do you think these
children behave when they are in a place they have never been
before and do not know the other children?”.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used for data analysis. The thematic
analysis method is considered the most appropriate for
examining the research questions since the thematic analysis
allows theoretical flexibility (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Also,
this method helps the researcher to identify common themes
between the data (Hopkins et al., 2013). This was helpful
in the present study, as it was possible to identify common
perceptions and beliefs of children about the reasons for
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Tab. 2. Means and Standard Deviations.

Mean SD
Maternal care 2.48 0.45
Maternal protection 1.44 0.55
Paternal care 2.36 0.40
Paternal protection 1.22 0.58
Peer relationships 3.00 0.73
Behavioral inhibition 2.03 0.77
Victimization 1.75 0.85

victimization. The thematic analysis was conducted using
NVivo software. NVivo supports deep, insightful qualitative
data analysis and helps manage, analyze, and report on
qualitative data, such as interview transcripts (Bazeley, 2007).
It facilitates the identification, categorization, and exploration
of themes and patterns within the data, which seems vital for
interpreting the qualitative phase of the research, including
focus group discussions (Zamawe, 2015). The thematic analysis
method was based on the steps suggested by Braun and Clarke
(20006). Following this process, initial codes emerged, grouped
into themes based on common characteristics and elements.
The thematic dimensions extracted were extensively discussed
among the raters to ensure a comprehensive understanding
and interpretation of the textual materials. This collaborative
process helped refine the themes and subthemes, ensuring
reliability and consistency in the analysis.

Tab. 3. Bivariate Correlations for all Variables.

Results

Qverview

The primary goal of this study was to determine whether
parenting practices, peer relationships, behavioral inhibition,
and other child characteristics predict peer victimization
through the mixed methodology. To address these questions,
we report analyses of survey data followed by the focus group
study results.

Quantitative Phase
Data Analysis

The results were processed with the software Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 26). At first, frequency
analysis, descriptive statistics, correlations, and internal
consistencies were calculated. The following fundamental
analysis performed was the multiple regression analysis.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Means and standard deviations of the variables are shown
in Table 2. The bivariate correlations between variables are
presented in Table 3. All correlations were statistically significant
and were generally in the expected direction. Multicollinearity
did not appear to be infringed, as the Tolerance index was
greater than 0.2 and the VIF index was less than 10.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Maternal Care 1
2. Maternal Protection -.34" 1
3. Paternal care 84" -.26" 1
4. Paternal Protection -31" 527 -31" 1
5. Peer relationships g1 -.207 74" -47" 1
6. Behavioral Inhibition -70" 357 -72" 427 -71" 1
7. Victimization -77" 28" -.80" 407 -.80" .88" 1
*p<.01
Tab. 4. Multiple Regression Analysis.
95% CI
Unstandardized B L, UL SEB Standardized
Constant 2.79 2.37 3.21 21
Maternal care -24 -39 -.09 .08 - 13%*
Maternal protection -.06 -.14 .02 .04 -.04
Paternal care -.34 -51 -.17 .09 -16%*
Paternal protection .01 -.07 .08 .04 .00
Peer relationships =25 -.33 =17 .05 -22%*
Behavioral inhibition .58 51 .65 .04 53%*

R=.86*p<.05 **p<.01
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Multiple Regression Analysis

The multiple regression analysis examined whether the
independent variables of maternal care, maternal protection,
paternal care, paternal protection, peer relationships, and
behavioral inhibition predict peer victimization (dependent
variable). Initially, the basic conditions of the multiple
regression were checked, which showed that the condition
of error independence was not violated since the value of the
Durbin - Watson index was close to 2 (Durbin - Watson =
1.972). The condition of multicollinearity also did not seem
to be violated since the Tolerance index was greater than 0.2
and the VIF index was less than 10. The homoskedasticity
condition and the condition of the regularity of errors were
not violated.

The results of the multiple regression showed that the
model was statistically significant, F (6,367) = 362.976,
p <.001, interpreting 86% of the total peer victimization
variation (72 = .856, Adjusted r? = .853). As shown in Table 4,
the absolute value of B (standardized) indicates the importance
of the independent variables on the victimization. Results
showed that maternal care (B = -.13, p < .01), paternal care
(B =-.16, p <.001), and peer relationships (B = -.22, p < .001)
negatively predicted peer victimization. Behavioral inhibition
(B =.53, p <.001) positively predicted peer victimization. The
maternal protection (f = -.04, p > .05) and paternal protection
(B = .01, p > .05) were not statistically significant predictors.

Qualitative Phase
Thematic Analysis

Through the thematic analysis, various themes emerged
regarding peer victimization concerning the victims
characteristics, the peer relationships, and the parent-victim
relationships.

Victim Characteristics

The topic of “victim characteristics” refers to how children
describe victims concerning their behavior and character.
These characteristics describe the weak elements of the victim,
which make it an easy target for school bullying, such as social
and behavioral inhibition, low self-esteem, inability to support
oneself and express one’s opinion, low success, and victim
physical appearance.

Social and Bebhavioral Inhibition

Social and behavioral inhibition refers to the child’s behaviors,
characterized by shyness and inability to speak to other
children who may or may not know. Some children reported
that the victim is usually a child who is reluctant to talk to
other children, especially when he/she does not know them, so
he/she prefers to isolate himself/herself from others.

“He will not feel comfortable talking to the other children.
He will be isolated from the rest because he is ashamed” (G.,
13 years old)

“She will be scared and will not talk to the other children.
She will not trust the other children because she has met those
bad guys who bother her, and she will think that everyone is
like that” (K., 10 years old)

Low Self-esteem

Self-esteem refers to how individuals think and feel about
themselves (Rosenberg et al., 1995). Several children reported
that the victims have a negative image of themselves.

“Most have very low self-esteem and do not have a friend
to comfort them, to tell them something to feel good” (T., 12
years old)

“They have low self-esteem and believe that they are not
capable of doing things” (A., 12 years old)

Inability to Support Oneself and Express Ones Opinion

Most children described the victim as a child who was unable
to support himself/herself and express his/her views, especially
in cases of bullying.

“I think they will be afraid to say their opinion because
they will think that they will be bullied and mocked” (E, 11
years old)

“These children are quiet, do not speak a lot, and that is
why they cannot support themselves and tell others to stop
teasing them” (P, 10 years old)

Low Success

Low success refers to the victims being not good students and
having low grades.

“These children may be bad students, and they may not
have good grades” (R., 14 years old)

“Usually they are not good students, and they can say
something wrong in class, and classmates make fun of them”

(G., 13 years old)

Victim Physical Appearance

Victim physical appearance refers to the victim’s appearance
characteristics, making him/her look different from other
children of his/her age.

“Usually, they make fun of children who may be fatter or
very short” (K., 10 years old)

“These children may be fat, wear glasses, have acne” (A.,
12 years old)

Peer Relationships

The topic “peer relationships™ refers to children’s reports
describing victims' social interactions with other children
their age. The children agreed that it is not easy for victims
to have friends because they are mainly introverted characters
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and because the perpetrators motivate other children not to
associate with them.

“They have few friends who do not bully other children
either” (K., 10 years old)

“They may have only one or two friends, who may be shy
and quiet as them” (N, 11 years old)

Parent-victim Relationships

The theme “parent-victim relationships™ refers to children’s
perception regarding victims' relationships and interaction
with their parents. Children described that parents use parental
overprotection and rejection towards their children.

Parental Overprotection

The topic of parental overprotection describes parents’ strict
and protective attitude towards their children, which does not
allow children to take the initiative.

“Maybe their parents are always on top of them, not letting
them take initiatives, not letting them do what they want and
like” (R., 14 years old)

“I believe that their parents are very protective and
restrictive with them” (G., 13 years old)

Parental Rejection

Most children argued that the parents of these children are
usually parents who do not pay proper attention and interest
to their children.

“Their parents do not take care of them, do not play with
them, do not talk to them” (T., 12 years old)

“Their parents may work a lot, and do not have time to
play and discuss with them” (N., 11 years old)

Discussion

The presentstudy investigated the role of children’s characteristics,
parenting practices, and peer relationships in school victimization
through a mixed methodology. Drawing on surveys and focus
group results, it is clear that peer victimization is a complex
phenomenon embedded in a social context. Quantitative
findings revealed that behavioral inhibition, negative parenting
practices, and peer relationships predict child victimization. In
addition, the results of the qualitative phase were consistent with
the quantitative phase results. However, new characteristics and
concepts emerged from the qualitative data, such as the victim’s
characteristics (low self-esteem, inability to support oneself
and express one’s opinion, low success, and victim’s physical
appearance).

Both quantitative and qualitative results indicated that
social and behavioral inhibition is a risk factor for peer
victimization cases. Children’s behaviors, such as shyness,
negative behavioral reactions to other children and situations,
social withdrawal, and fear, seem to predispose them to be more

easily targeted for school bullying incidents (Degnan, Almas,
& Fox, 2010). This finding is in line with other research results
indicating that behaviorally inhibited children are particularly
hesitant and shy, feeling anxious and insecure when interacting
with other children, resulting in peer victimization, isolation,
withdrawal, and emotional problems (Albano, Chorpita, &
Barlow, 2003; Gladstone, Parker, & Malhi, 2006; Ioannidou
& Zafiropoulou, 2021a; Lund et al., 2010).

In addition to the above finding, the focus group revealed
further victims® characteristics, such as low self-esteem,
difficulty supporting themselves, and expressing their views
because they are afraid of negative criticism (Guerra, Williams,
& Sadek, 2011; O’Moore & Kirkham, 2001). Another victim
characteristic that emerged was the low success of victims,
which refers to low grades in school performance (Glew et al.,
2005; Holt, Finkelhor, & Kantor, 2006). Furthermore, the
children described that victims might differ from other children
in appearance or physical characteristics. Indeed, research
indicates that victims are often overweight, too short, wear
thick myopia glasses, or have mental problems (Olweus, 1993).

Another result that emerged from the children’s reports
and the surveys is the victim’s peer relationships. The children
perceived victims as having difficulties forming relationships
with their peers. They characterized them as closed and
introverted characters. It seems that the lack of acceptance,
interest, and support from peers and the lack of a close and
supportive friend function as risk factors for the development
of peer victimization and adjustment problems (Ioannidou,
2022; Jingu & Eunha, 2019; Nikiforou, Georgiou, &
Stavrinides, 2013; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016).

Quantitative findings also confirmed that low maternal and
paternal care predicts peer victimization. The thematic analysis
results also highlighted a link between parental rejection and
child victimization. Our results suggest that when parent treat
their child with low parental care, such as rejection, coldness,
alienation, and indifference, then the child is more likely to
be victimized (Beran, 2009; Bowes et al., 2009; Ioannidou &
Georgiou, 2021; Nikiforou et al., 2013; Papanikolaou et al.,
2011). Parents who are uninvolved in their children’s lives and
do not provide them with the proper importance, care, and
interest are likely to create an unsafe family environment, and
children may develop emotional problems and be victimized
(Dehue et al., 2012; Ioannidou & Zafiropoulou, 2021b; Jingu
& Eunha, 2019; Lereya et al., 2013; Plexousakis, 2019).

The last theme that emerged through the thematic analysis is
parental overprotection and its link to victimization. However,
contrary to expectations, the quantitative phase highlighted
that parental protection does not predict peer victimization.
Research has produced mixed findings regarding the role of
parental protection in peer victimization. Some studies have
found that high levels of parental control and overprotection
are associated with higher levels of child victimization, possibly
because these children are less equipped to deal with conflicts
independently (loannidou & Georgiou, 2021; Georgiou,
2008b; Kokkinos, 2013; Plexousakis, 2019; Rigby, Slee,
& Martin, 2007). Conversely, other research suggests that
supportive and involved parenting, which can include protective
actions, is linked to lower levels of victimization (Bowes et al.,

2009; Lereya, et al., 2013; Ostrov & Kamper-DeMarco, 2019).
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These divergent findings may reflect the complexity of parenting
behaviors and their varied impacts depending on context, child
characteristics, and the nature of the protective actions. Based
on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory (1977), child
development is influenced by various nested environmental
systems, from immediate family interactions to broader societal
influences. Within this framework, parental protection is
just one factor among many in the microsystem affecting a
child’s experience with peer victimization. The effectiveness of
parental protection may be moderated by factors in the child’s
mesosystem, such as school policies and peer group dynamics,
or macrosystem factors like cultural norms around bullying and
parental involvement (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). This contrary
result highlights the need for a nuanced understanding of how
different forms of parental protection influence children’s risk of
being victimized, underscoring the importance of considering
the broader ecological context (school, peers) and individual
differences (age, temperament) in future research on this topic.

Limitations and Future Research

There may be some limitations to the present study. For example,
the results may not be generalized to other cultural contexts
and cultures. Another limitation may be that all quantitative
measurements resulted from children’s self-reports. In addition,
the sample of the qualitative phase is relatively small (eight
participants), so it can not be generalized, but we can analyze
the results to interpret the factors associated with the child’s
victimization. As far as future research is concerned, it would
be helpful for future research to use various measurement
methods, such as multiple sources of information (parents,
teachers, social context) and observations. Further, longitudinal
studies would also provide more detail on the developmental
course of victimization.

Conclusion and Implication of the Study

The present research results can offer a theoretical and practical
contribution to the international literature and the local
community. The study’s mixed methodology contributes to
the more in-depth and detailed analysis and interpretation of
the issue of peer victimization (Creswell, 2002). Furthermore,
a comprehensive and multifaceted perspective emerged of the
factors that lead a child to be victimized. This multifactorial
profile of victims includes all the systems surrounding children
(individual characteristics, family, and social environment).

Another implication of this study concerns prevention and
intervention programs to combat bullying at schools. Knowing
that specific individual, family, and social factors contribute
to peer victimization, we can develop programs aiming at the
psychoemotional empowerment of children and strengthening
social and family relationships. In addition, these programs
could improve school well-being and climate and decrease
school bullying. Finally, the role of schools, teachers, parents,
and mental health professionals will be crucial in promoting
a safe school environment in which a positive social system
supports all students.

Ethical approval

All procedures performed in the study involving human
participants were in accordance with the Helsinki Ethical
Declaration. The questionnaires and methodology for this
study were approved by the Cyprus National Bioethics
Commission, the Ministry of Education and Culture of
Cyprus, and the Office of the Commissioner for the Protection
of Personal Data.

Data availability statement

The data supporting this study’s findings are available from
the corresponding author, Louiza Ioannidou, upon reasonable
request.

Funding/Financial Support

The authors received no financial support for this article’s
research, authorship, and/or publication.

Authors’ contribution

All authors contributed equally to this manuscript.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

References

Albano, A. M., Chorpita, B. E, & Barlow, D. H. (2003). Chil-
dhood anxiety disorders. Child Psychopathology 2, 279-329.
doi: 10.1146/annurev.ps.32.020181.001331

Asher, S.R., & Coie. J.D. (1990). Peer rejection in childhood. Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Barboza, G. E., Schiamberg, L. B., Ochmke, J., Korzeniwski, S. J.,
Post, L. A., & Heraux, C. G. (2009). Individual characteristics
and the multiple contexts of adolescent bullying: An ecologi-
cal perspective. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 38, 101-121.
doi:10.1007/s10964-008-9271-1

Beran, T. (2009). Correlates of peer victimization and achieve-
ment: An exploratory model. Psychology in the Schools, 46,
348-361. doi: 10.1002/pits.20380

Bazeley, . (2007). Qualitative data analysis with NVivo. London:
Sage Publications.

Bibou-Nakou, I, Tsiantis, J., Assimopoulos, H., & Chatzilambou,
P. (2013). Bullying/Victimization from a family perspective: a
qualitative study of secondary school students’ view. European
Journal of Psychological Education, 28, 53-71. doi: 10.1007/
s10212-011-0101-6

Bibou-Nakou, J., Tsiantis, H., Assimopoulos, P, Chatzilambou,
D., & Giannakopoulou, D. (2012). School factors related
to bullying: a qualitative study of early adolescent students.
Social Psychology of Education, 15, 125-145. doi: 10.1007/
s11218-012-9179-1

Bowes, L., Arseneault, L., Maughan, B., Taylor, Al, Caspi, A.,
& Moffite, T. E. (2009). School, neighborhood, and family
factors are associated with children’s bullying involvement:
A nationally representative longitudinal study. Journal of the
American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 48, 545-
553. doi: 10.1097/CHI.0b013e31819cb017

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in
psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 77-101. doi:
10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

PsyHub



Victimization: A mixed methods study 35

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of
human development. American Psychologist, 32, 513-531.
doi:10.1037/0003-066X.32.7.513

Bukowski, W., & Adams, R. (2005). Peer relationships and
psychopathology: Markers, moderators, mediators, mechani-
sms, and meanings. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent
Psychology, 34, 3-10. doi: 10.1207/s15374424jccp3401_1

Bukowski, W. M., Hoza, B., & Boivin, M. (1994). Measuring
friendship quality during pre- and early adolescence: The deve-
lopment and psychometric properties of the Friendship Qua-
lities Scale. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 11(3),
471-484. hteps://doi.org/10.1177/0265407594113011

Canetti, L., Bachar, E., Galili-Weisstub, E., Atara, K. D., & Sha-
lev, A. Y. (1997). Parental Bonding and Mental Health in
Adolescence. Adolescence, 32, 381-94.

Chan, K. L. (2013). Victimization and poly-victimization among
school-aged Chinese adolescents: Prevalence and associations
with health. Preventive Medicine, 56, 207-210. doi: 10.1016/j.
ypmed.2012.12.018

Cole, D., Sinclair-McBride, K., Zelkowitz, R., Bilsk, S., Roeder, K.,
& Spinelli, T. (2015). Peer victimization and harsh parenting
predict cognitive diatheses for depression in children and ado-
lescents. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology. doi:
10.1080/15374416.2015.1004679. Advance online publication.

Creswell, J. W. (2002). Educational Research. Planning, Con-
ducting, and Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative Research.
London: Pearson Education.

Curry, L. A, Nembhard, I. M., & Bradley, E. H. (2009). Quali-
tative and mixed methods unique contributions to outcomes
research. Circulation, 119, 1442-1452. doi: 10.1161/CIR-
CULATIONAHA.107.742775

de Haan, A. D., Prinzie, P, & Dekovi¢, M. (2009). Mothers’ and
fathers’ personality and parenting: The mediating role of sense
of competence. Developmental Psychology, 45, 1695-1707.
doi: 10.1037/20016121

Degnan, K. A., Almas, A. N., & Fox, N. A. (2010). Temperament
and the environment in the etiology of childhood anxiety.
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51, 497-517.
doi:10.1111/j.1469-7610.2010.02228.x

Dechue, E, Bolman, C., Vollink, T., & Pouwelse, M. (2012).
Cyberbullying and traditional bullying in relation to adole-
scents’ perception of parenting. journal of Cybertherapy and
Rebabilitation, 5, 25-34.

Garandeau, C. E, & Cillessen, A. H. (2006). From indirect
aggression to invisible aggression: A conceptual view on bul-
lying and peer group manipulation. Aggression and Violent
Behavior, 11, 641-654. doi: 10.1016/j.avb.2005.08.005

Georgiou, S. N. (2008a). Bullying and victimization at school:
The role of mothers. British Journal of Educational Psychology,
78, 109-125. doi: 10.1348/000709907X204363

Georgiou, S. N. (2008b). Parental style and child bullying and
victimization experiences at school. Social Psychology of Educa-
tion, 11, 213-227. doi: 10.1007/s11218-007-9048-5

Georgiou, S. N., & Fanti, K. A. (2014). Transactional associations
between mother-child conflict and child externalizing and
internalizing problems. Educational Psychology, 34, 133-153.
doi: 10.1080/01443410.2013.785055

Gladstone, G. L., Parker, G. B., & Malhi, G. S. (2006). Do
bullied children become anxious and depressed adules?: A
cross-sectional investigation of the correlates of bullying and
anxious depression. Journal of Nervous ¢ Mental Disease, 194,
201-208. doi: 10.1097/01.nmd.0000202491.99719.c3

Glew, G.M., Fan, M. Y., Katon, W., Rivara, E P, & Kernic,
M.A. (2005). Bullying, psychosocial adjustment, and aca-
demic performance in elementary school. Archive of Pedia-
trics & Adolescent Medicine, 159, 1026-1031. doi:10.1001/
archpedi.159.11.1026

G6mez-Ortiz, O., Romera, E. M., Ortega-Ruiz, R., & Del Rey,
R. (2016). Parental style and bullying and cyberbullying in
adolescence: The mediating role of parental involvement
and childrens social competence. Psicothema, 28(4), 1-7.
doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.025

Guerra, N. G., Williams, K.R., & Sadek, S. (2011). Understan-
ding bullying and victimization during childhood and adole-
scence: a mixed methods study. Child Development, 82, 295-
310. doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01556.x

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many
interviews are enough? An experiment with data satu-
ration and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82.
doi:10.1177/1525822X05279903

Harter, S. (1985). Manual for the self-perception profile for children.
Denver, CO: University of Denver.

Hermandez—Guzman, L., Montesinos, M., Bermidez-Ornelas,
G., Freyre, M., & Oldn, R. (2013). Parental Practices Scale
for Children. Revista Colombiana de Psicologia, 22, 151-161.

Holt, M. K., Finkelhor, D., & Kantor, K. D. (2006). Multiple
victimization experiences of urban elementary school stu-
dents: Associations with psychosocial functioning and acade-
mic performance. Child Abuse ¢ Neglect, 31, 503-515. doi:
10.1016/j.chiabu.2006.12.006

Hong, J. S., & Espelage, D. L. (2012). A review of research on
bullying and peer victimization in school: An ecological
system analysis. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 17(4), 311—
322. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.03.003

Hopkins, L., Taylor, L., Bowen, E., & Wood, C. (2013). A qua-
litative study investigating adolescents’ understanding of
aggression, bullying and violence. Children and Youth Services
Review, 35, 685-693. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.01.012

Ioannidou, L. (2022). The effects of parenting practices, victimi-
zation and peer relationships in children’s internalizing symp-
toms: A mini-review. Mental Health ¢ Human Resilience Inter-
national Journal, 6. doi: 10.23880/mhrij-16000168

Ioannidou, L. & Georgiou, S. (2021). Perceived parental practices
and internalized symptoms in children: The role of victimiza-
tion and temperament of negative affectivity through media-
tion and moderated models, Psychology, 26, 205-226. doi:
10.12681/psy_hps.27037

loannidou, L. & Zafiropoulou, M. (2021a). Parenting practices
and internalizing symptoms in children: The role of victimi-
zation and behavioral inhibition through complex modera-
ted-mediation models. Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties,
26, 280-292. doi: 10.1080/13632752.2021.1953836

loannidou, L. & Zafiropoulou, M. (2021b). Parenting practices,
victimization, and negative affectivity in child internalizing

PsyHub



36 loannidou, L., and Zafiropoulou, M.

symptoms: Moderated-mediation models. International Jour-
nal of Developmental Science, 15, 19-28. doi: 10.3233/DEV-
210308

Jingu, K., & Eunha, K. (2019). Bullied by siblings and peers: The
role of rejecting/neglecting parenting and friendship quality
among Korean children. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 34,
2203-2226. doi: 10.1177%2F0886260516659659

Johnson, R. B., Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Turner, L. A.
(2007). Toward a definition of mixed methods rese-
arch. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1, 112-133. doi:
10.1177%2F1558689806298224

Kagan, J., Reznick, ]., Clarke, C., Snidman, N., & Garcia-Coll,
C. (1984). Behavioral inhibition to the unfamiliar. Child
Development, 55, 2212-2225. doi: 10.2307/1129793

Klomek, A., Marrocco, E, Kleinman, M., Schonfeld, I., & Gould,
M. (2007). Bullying, depression and suicidality in adolescents.
Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychia-
try, 46, 40-49. doi: 10.1097/01.¢hi.0000242237.84925.18

Kokkinos, C. (2013). Bullying and Victimization in Early Ado-
lescence: Associations with attachment style and percei-
ved parenting. Journal of School Violence, 12, 174-192, doi:
10.1080/15388220.2013.766134

Krueger, R. A. (1988). Focus groups. London: Sage.

Lereya, S. T., Samara, M., & Wolke, D. (2013). Parenting beha-
vior and the risk of becoming a victim and a bully/victim: A
meta-analysis study. Child Abuse and Neglect, 37, 1091-1108.
doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2013.03.001

Long, E., Gardanib, M., McCannc, M., Sweetingc, H., Tranmerd,
M., & Moorec, L. (2020). Mental health disorders and ado-
lescent peer relationships. Social Science and Medicine, 253,
112973. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.112973

Lund, I., Ertesvag, S., & Roland, E. (2010). Listening to shy
voices: Shy adolescents’ experiences with being bullied at
school. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 3, 205-223. doi:
10.1080/19361521.2010.500984

Mayoh, J., & Onwuegbuzie, A. (2015). Toward a concep-
tualization of mixed methods phenomenological rese-
arch. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 9, 91-107. doi:
10.1177%2F1558689813505358

Mullineaux, P, Deater-Deckard, K., Petrill, S., & Thompson, L.
(2009). Parenting and child behaviour problems: A longitudi-
nal analysis of non-shared environment. 7he journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 18, 133-148. doi: 10.1002/icd.593

Muris, P, Merckelbach, H., Wessel, 1., & Van de Ven, M. (1999).
Psychopathological correlates of self-reported behavioral inhi-
bition in normal children. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 37,
575-584. doi: 10.1016/S0005-7967(98)00155-7

Nikiforou, M., Georgiou, S. N., & Stavrinides, P (2013).
Attachment to parents and peers as a parameter of bul-
lying and victimization. Journal of Criminology, 1-9. doi:
10.1155/2013/484871

Oberle, E., Guhn, M., Gadermann, A., Thomson, K., & Scho-
nert-Reichl, K. (2018). Positive mental health and supportive
school environments: A population-level longitudinal study
of dispositional optimism and school relationships in early
adolescence. Social Science & Medicine, 214, 154—161. doi:
10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.06.041

Olweus, D. (1996). The revised Olweus bully/victim questionnaire
for students. Bergen, Norway: University of Bergen.

Olweus, D. (1993). Bullying ar school. What we know and whar we
can do. Oxford & Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers.

O’Moore M., & Kirkham, C. (2001). Self-esteem and its relation-
ship to bullying behavior. Aggressive Behavior, 27, 269-283.
doi: 10.1002/ab.1010

Ostrov, J. M., & Kamper-DeMarco, K. E. (2019). Prospective
associations between peer victimization and aggression: The
moderating role of protective factors. Journal of Applied Deve-
lopmental Psychology, 62, 269-279. doi:10.1007/s10826-018-
1055-y

Papanikolaou, M., Chatzikosma, T., & Kleio, K. (2011). Bullying
at school: The role of family. Procedia - Social and Behavioral
Sciences, 29, 433—442. doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.11.260

Parker G., Tupling M., & Brown, L.B. (1979). A parental bon-
ding instrument. British Journal of Medical Psychology, 52,
1-10. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8341.1979.tb02487 x

Patton, D. U., Hong, J. S., Patel, S., & Kral, M. J. (2017). A syste-
matic review of research strategies used in qualitative studies
on school bullying and victimization. Trauma, Violence and
Abuse, 18, 3-16. doi: 10.1177%2F1524838015588502

Plexousakis, S., Kourkoutas, El, Giovazolias, T., Chatira, K., &
Nikolopoulos, D. (2019). School bullying and post-traumatic
stress disorder symptoms: The role of parental bonding. Fron-
tiers in Public Health, 7:75. doi: 10.3389/fpubh.2019.00075

Perren, S., & Alsaker, E D. (2006). Social behavior and peer rela-
tionships of victims, bully-victims, and bullies in kindergar-
ten. The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 47, 45-57.
doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.2005.01445 x

Rigby, K. (2005). Why do some children bully at school? The
contributions of negative attitudes towards victims and
the perceived expectations of friends, parents and tea-
chers. School Psychology International, 26, 147-161. doi:
10.1177%2F0143034305052910

Rosenberg, M., Schooler, C., Schoenbach, C., & Rosenberg, E
(1995). Global self-steem and specific self-esteem: Different con-
cepts, different outcomes. American Sociological Review, 60(1),
141. hteps://doi.org/10.2307/2096350

Smith, P. K., Shu, S., & Madsen, K. (2001). Characteristics of
victims of school bullying. In Juvonen, J., & Graham, S.
(Eds.), Peer harassment in school: The plight of the vulnerable
and victimized (pp. 332-351). New York: Guilford Press.

Thornberg, R. (2010). Schoolchildren’s social representations on
bullying causes. Psychology in the Schools, 47, 311-327. doi:
10.1002/pits.20472

World Health Organization (2012). World Health Statistics.
hetp://www.who.int/gho/publications/world_health_stati-
stics/2012/en/

Zamawe, E. C. (2015). The implication of using NVivo software in
qualitative data analysis: Evidence-based reflections. Malawi
Medical Journal, 27(1), 13-15

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. (2016). Peer rejection, victimization, and
relational self-system processes in adolescence: Toward a tran-
sactional model of stress, coping, and developing sensitivities.
Child Development Perspectives, 10, 122-127. doi: 10.1111/
cdep.12174

PsyHub



Victimization: A mixed methods study

Appendix I

Semi-structured Interview

“What does bullying at school mean to you? Can you describe
what it looks like?”

“Have you seen or heard about bullying at your school? What
happened in those situations?”

“When you think of someone who gets bullied, what kind of per-
son comes to mind? What are they like?”

“How do you think someone acts or behaves that might make
them a target for bullying? Can you give any examples?”

“Describe some characteristics or behaviors of these children that
can lead to their victimization.”

For example, could some personal characteristics of theirs (like
their character and social skills) be the reason they became a
victim? (Clarifying question if needed). For example, do they
have low self-esteem? Are they shy? (Clarifying question and
example if needed)

“How would you describe the children who are victims of school
bullying in terms of their social skills?”

For example, can they easily make friends? Do they find it challen-
ging to speak in a discussion? (Clarifying question if needed).

“Do you believe that children who are victims of school bullying
have friends? What do you think they do with their friends?”

“Are they accepted by other children their age? That is, do other
children want to be around them? If not, what are the reasons
that other children might not want to be around them?”

“How do you think these children behave when they interact
with/talk with other children their age? For example, are they
shy, do they find it difficult to talk to other children, or are
they sociable and easily talk to other children?”

“How do you think these children behave when they are in a place
they have never been before and do not know the other chil-
dren?”

Imaginary situations:

For example, they have enrolled in a new sport like soccer and do
not know any of the other children. What will they do? How
will they behave in this new situation?

Will they try to approach the other children and talk to them, just
observe, or wait for the other children to approach them and
not speak? (Clarifying question if needed)

“How do you think they feel in this new situation where they do
not know any of the children?”

For example, do they feel nervous and shy, or on the contrary, do
they feel comfortable? (Clarifying question if needed)

“How do you think the relationship of these children with their
parents is? How would you describe it?”

For example, do they talk to their parents about their problems,
and do their parents listen to them? Are their parents strict
with them? Are they overprotective? (Clarifying question if
needed)

“What do you think about how the parents of someone who gets
bullied might act at home? Do you think it affects bullying?”
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