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CHAPTER 9

CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISONS OF BULLYING AMONG

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS: PERSPECTIVES FROM ARGENTINA,

ESTONIA, FINLAND AND THE UNITED STATES

Maili Pörhölä (University of Jyväskylä), Kristen Cvancara (Minnesota State

University Mankato), Esta Kaal (Tallinn University), Kaja Tampere (Tallinn

University), and Beatriz Torres (Gustavus Adolphus College)

(Final draft)

The chapter compares bullying experiences among university students between four countries

and aims to provide an understanding of the cultural features which might affect these

experiences. We start by providing a summary of the results from a cross-cultural survey

conducted among undergraduate students in Argentina, Estonia, Finland and the United

States. We continue discussing the ways in which the current cultural, political, historical and

economic status and challenges in each country might explain the cross-cultural differences

and similarities detected in students’ bullying experiences in higher education.

Previous cross-cultural research involving over 40 countries indicates that health patterns

vary significantly across countries, suggesting that cultural characteristics may influence

young people’s well-being and health behaviors by creating health inequalities between

countries and regions (Craig et al., 2009; Currie et al., 2012). Important to this research is the

distinction that a country may encompass many cultures (due to varied ethnic, race, gender,

sexual orientation, ability and/or socioeconomic status differences, etc.). Thus, cultural

differences may exist within and across various countries. Currie et al. emphasize two

implications from their cross-cultural work that prompted the current study. First, that the

prevalence of detrimental health patterns among young persons documented across countries

calls for international and national policies and actions to address the determinants of

observed health inequalities. And second, that professionals working to improve young

persons’ well-being should consider how social environments support and/or deter the

development of health-promoting behaviors. Educational contexts from kindergarten to

university are among the most important social environments people experience that impact

psychosocial development and well-being. In these contexts, young people meet with their
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peers and are engaged in social relationships that can have a significant impact on their short-

and long-term well-being.

For example, negative associations between well-being and experiences of victimization by

peers in educational contexts have been clearly demonstrated in a number of studies (for

reviews, see, Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Pörhölä, 2009; Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, &

Telch, 2010) that indicate peer bullying is an important determinant of well-being in an

individual’s social environment. For victims, studies indicate that the negative impact of

being bullied on psychosocial and physical well-being are both short-term (Due et al., 2005;

Houbre, Tarquinio, Thuillier, & Hergott, 2006) and long-term (Jantzer, Hoover, & Narloch,

2006; Newman, Holden, & Delville, 2005; Schäfer et al., 2004). A bully’s well-being and

health behaviour is also negatively affected over time (Glew et al., 2005; Nansel et al., 2001).

Furthermore, individuals who have been victims and/or bullies in childhood and adolescence

have a tendency to be engaged in abusive relationships in the same roles later in life (Chapell

et al., 2006; Curwen, McNichol, & Sharpe, 2011; De Souza & Ribeiro, 2005; Pörhölä, 2011).

As roles are carried forward throughout adulthood, an increased number of issues are likely

to impact individual well-being. The means of providing health services and social support

for these individuals varies across countries, which is speculated to contribute to the cultural

inequalities noted.

Studying bullying phenomena within higher educational contexts across countries is

especially relevant due to the variation of reported incidence rates that indicate cultural

factors may affect the acceptance of bullying behaviors. Findings from international

collaborative research projects, such as the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children

(HBSC) surveys (c.f., Craig et al., 2009; Currie et al., 2012), indicate the number of students

involved in bullying (i.e., bullying others, being bullied, or acting in dual roles as both a bully

and a victim) at least 2 or 3 times a month ranges from 8.6% to 45.2% among boys, and from

4.8% to 35.8% among girls aged 11 to 15 years (Craig et al.). While research on bullying at

school has substantially increased since the 1970s all around the world, this research has

mainly focused on bullying in elementary and middle schools. However, a small number of

surveys conducted in colleges, universities, and vocational higher education institutions

indicate that bullying exists in higher education too, and suggest that its occurrence rates vary

greatly between countries (Ahmer et al., 2008; BMA Medical students’ welfare survey report,

2006; Chapell et al., 2004; Curtis et al., 2007; Mukhtar et al., 2010; NUS Student Experience
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Report, 2008; Pörhölä, 2011a; Sinkkonen, Puhakka, & Meriläinen, 2012; see also Cowie et

al. 2013, for a review). Since the measures, samples and analyses used to research higher

education contexts have varied significantly between the individual studies, more research is

needed to examine whether cultural factors within countries influence young adults’ bullying

experiences, and consequently contribute to inequalities in individuals’ health and well-being

between countries and regions which may transfer into adulthood. This chapter reviews

findings from a cross-cultural study which demonstrates that bullying is a prevalent

phenomenon among young adults at universities, and discusses significant similarities and

differences across countries regarding its prevalence and nature.

Cultural variation and gender differences in bullying and victimization experiences

among university students

In the following, we provide a review based on the main results from a cross-cultural study

by Pörhölä et al. (in submission). For this study, data were collected by survey method from

undergraduate university students in four countries: Argentina (N = 969), Estonia (N =

1,053), Finland (N = 4,403) and United States (N = 2,082). While convenience samples were

used in Argentina and the US; in Estonia and Finland, the respondents represented the target

population well for the background variables (i.e., educational sector [academic university vs.

university of applied sciences], age group, duration of studies, study region, and field of

studies), except for gender (males were slightly underrepresented). Therefore, caution must

be taken when generalizing the results across the different countries. The study used similar

measures and analyses, to examine university students’ experiences of bullying.

Pörhölä et al. (in submission) found the number of students who reported having been bullied

by their fellow students varied notably between the four countries compared. The highest

rates of victimization were reported in Argentina (roughly 25% of Argentinian respondents

indicated they had been bullied by other student(s) at least occasionally; US, 11%; Finland,

5%; Estonia, 2%). The highest rates of bullying other students at least occasionally were also

reported in Argentina, followed by the US, Finland, and finally Estonia, with the differences

between countries being relatively small. In each country, victimization was reported more

frequently than bullying, suggesting that either a relatively small number of students bully a

greater number of fellow students, or bullying behaviors remain unidentified by many of

those who are perceived as bullies.
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[Table 1 about here]

In the samples collected from university students by Pörhölä et al. (in submission), gender

differences in bullying roles varied between the countries compared. Statistically significant

gender differences among victims were detected only in Finland where female students

reported being bullied by fellow student(s) more than males. The non-significant findings in

the Argentina, Estonia and US data sets may indicate that females start to become less

vulnerable to bullying and succeed to develop better skills to defend themselves against

bullying in young adulthood. In contrast, gender differences among bullies suggest there may

be continuity in the aggressive and abusive behavior of the masculine gender. For example,

male university students reported having bullied their fellow students more frequently than

female students did in Argentina, Estonia, and the US; gender differences in bullying

behavior were found to be nonsignificant only in Finland. Previous findings from elementary

and middle school levels indicate clear gender differences in both bullying behavior and

victimization in most countries, with male students being more often engaged in bullying

behaviors and female students being more likely in the role of victim (e.g., Craig et al., 2009;

Currie et al., 2012; Nansel et al., 2001).

The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) surveys among elementary and middle

school students indicate some differences in the rates of bullying between some of the countries

that were compared in the Pörhölä et al. study. While the rates of bullying victimization reported

by students in the HBSC from age 11 to 15 years were on the average level in Finland and the

US, Estonia differed from these countries in that, at age 11 and 13 years, the rates of

victimization were among the highest, but then gradually decreased, being close to the average

level at age 15 years. The rates of bullying others were also on the average level in Finland and

the US, whereas students in Estonia reported higher than average levels of bullying behavior in

all age groups (Currie et al., 2012). However, Argentina was not among the countries examined

in the HBSC surveys. According to Lavena (n.d.), there are no formal reporting of school

violence statistics in Argentina as most information comes indirectly through varied sources. For

example, Roman and Murillo (2011) found Argentina has the largest number of reported insults

and threats, robberies, physical mistreatment and episodes of violence in sixth grade compared to

other countries in Latin America. Physical violence affects more than 40% of primary school

children in Argentina. Similarly to other Latin American countries, in Argentina, more than half
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of primary school students report having been bullied by peers. Roman and Murillo also found

that in Argentina, and other Latin American countries, boys suffered more insults and threats,

robberies and physical and verbal violence than girls. In another study in secondary schools,

D’Angelo and Fernandez (2011) found in Buenos Aires that 66.1% of students in 2009 reported

being subject to bullying, including experiences of mistreatment or humiliation by peers, being

mocked, being excluded from activities by peers, and being told hurtful things.

Comparing the findings of Pörhölä et al. (in submission) to previous studies indicates that

differential gender effects are associated with bullying behavior across countries and cultures,

as well as different prevalence rates. Previous studies among university students also suggest

that there may be cultural variance regarding gender differences in bullying. In the study by

Chapell et al. (2004) in the US, male students reported that they had bullied other students in

college significantly more than female students did, but both genders were equally

victimized. However, in the NUS Student Experience Report (2008) in the UK, it was found

that female students were more likely than male students to say that they had experienced

bullying in the university. On the contrary, in the study by Bennett, Guran, Ramos, and

Margolin (2011), male college students reported more electronic victimization than female

students.

To conclude, the findings from the cross-cultural comparisons conducted by Pörhölä et al. (in

submission) suggest some culture-specific trends in bullying to continue from childhood to

young adulthood in the four countries compared. While the reporting of bullying

victimization seems to remain high from elementary school to university in Argentina and

moderate in the US, the results suggest a slightly decreasing trend in Finland, and a notable

decreasing trend from elementary school to university in Estonia. Due to the differences in

measurement across existing studies and the lack of extensive cross-cultural research, direct

comparisons between the results from primary and secondary school and university cannot be

made.

The nature of bullying reported by university students in Argentina, Estonia, Finland

and the United States

Differences among university students’ bullying experiences do not only vary across countries by

rate and by gender, they have also been found to differ according to the nature of the bullying
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behavior experienced. In the cross-cultural study on university students’ experiences of bullying

in four countries (Pörhölä et al., in submission), the most often experienced form of bullying

reported by females across the four countries was found to be unjustified criticism, belittling, or

humiliation related to studies (varying from approximately 13% to 15%, between countries).

Male students in Finland and Estonia also reported this as the most frequent form of bullying

they experienced (although males reported it to occur less frequently than females reported). In

contrast, males in the Argentina sample reported verbal attacks (e.g., abuse, name-calling,

threats) and males in the US sample reported mocking or criticism related to personal qualities

(e.g., appearance, age, gender, religion, background) to be the most frequent form of bullying

experienced.

An interesting shift from bullying others because they are successful in elementary and middle

school to bullying others because they are less successful in college is a noteworthy trend

reflected in the current study. The fact that study-related criticism occurred so frequently in the

university samples may be explained due to the cognitive development of individuals who are

able to criticize others’ study performance because they have developed the intellectual capacity

and understanding of learning demands and goals relevant in educational contexts, which is not

yet developed at a very young age. Linking this finding to an implication beyond the educational

setting, research on workplace bullying shows that persistent unjustified criticism, belittling and

humiliation related to the target person’s professional skills and work performance are among the

most frequently reported forms of bullying at work (e.g., Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003;

Keashly & Jagatic, 2003; Salin, 2001). We speculate that the nature of bullying experienced in

young adulthood (e.g., in the university setting) is likely to shift to reflect the forms typically

reported in the workplace.

Beyond the most frequent forms reported, university students in the four countries compared

(Pörhölä et al., in submission) reported other forms of bullying as well. Experiences of verbal

attacks and mocking or criticism related to personal qualities were experienced to almost the

same extent across the countries involved in the study. Damage to peer relationships or social

discrimination was reported more often by female than male students in each of the countries

except for Argentina, where the rates were higher for males than females. The experiences of

technologically mediated insulting or harassment (e.g., via the Internet or phone) varied from less

than 1% in Estonia to 4 - 5% in Argentina and the US. The least often experienced form of

bullying in university was physical damage to the person or his or her belongings, the number of
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students reporting these experiences varying from 0% among female students in Estonia, to

approximately 3% among male students in Argentina.

Interpretations of the cultural characteristics in university students’ experiences of bullying

To summarize, findings from elementary and middle schools (Craig et al., 2009; Currie et al.,

2012), and university contexts (Pörhölä et al., in submission) suggest that significant cross-

cultural differences exist in the ways in which various forms of bullying are identified and

interpreted, tolerated, encouraged or discouraged, and sometimes even generated within a

particular culture. By sharing our cultural experiences and theoretical understanding from

different disciplines, we discuss in the following how some cultural differences and similarities

might explain the variation in university students’ experiences of bullying in the four countries

examined. These countries (Argentina, Estonia, Finland and the United States) differ not only

geographically and in size, but also culturally, politically, historically, and economically. In

addition to having an impact in the societal decisions in important matters affecting individuals’

lives (e.g., provision of education, care for children and the elderly, health care, work, and social

services), these cultural differences may have resulted in such developments in higher education

contexts in these countries, which can be reflected in university students’ well-being and

relationships with their fellow students. Factors such as equal accessibility of higher education;

availability and costs of health services and student counseling; adaptation to the socioeconomic,

ethnic/cultural, political and religious diversity among students; and manifestation of status

hierarchies between students and students and teachers, may prompt different levels of

psychosocial well-being; tensions and solidarity; competition and collaboration; and feelings and

perceptions of inclusion and exclusion, among students and student groups, in different countries.

Following is a brief summary of each country’s characteristics to create a richer understanding of

the potential elements embedded in culture that may impact bullying phenomena across the four

countries studied by Pörhölä and colleagues. We begin with Argentina where the respondents

reported highest frequency of bullying, and continue with the US, Finland, and finally Estonia

where the lowest rates were reported. (Statistical facts are primarily based on the information

provided on the websites of Central Intelligence Agency, Estonia.eu, Instituto Nacional de

Estadisticas y Censos (2010), Official Statistics of Finland, and the United States Census

Bureau).

Argentina
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Argentina is the second largest country in South America, with approximately 43.0 million

inhabitants. It is situated between the Andes and the Atlantic Ocean and features a variety of

climates and topographical regions, including rich plains to rugged mountainous regions.

Argentina is a diverse country made of varied European immigrants (predominantly from Spain

and Italy), which settled after its independence from Spain in 1816. Ninety seven percent of

Argentineans are white (Spanish or Italian descent), whereas 3% is mestizo and/or of Amerindian

ancestry. Further, 95.5% of the population are native Argentineans whereas 4.5% are foreign

born, primarily from border countries. Throughout its history, Argentina underwent varied

internal political conflicts, military dictatorships and several economic crises in some cases

leading to violent public protests. Although Argentina is a republic, it has experienced many

years of military dictatorships returning to democracy in 1983. The Gross Domestic Product

(GDP) per capita of Argentina is 14,760.20 USD (2013). The most common religion is Roman

Catholic, however, other religions are openly practiced and recognized. A big gap between rich

and poor and rural versus urban communities adds to the diversity of the population in Argentina.

While almost 64% of the population has some form of health insurance, the rest (36%) lacks

health insurance. Primary and middle school education is universal and free and by law children

aged 6 through 14 are required to attend schooling. However, retention rates vary due to

geographical location and socioeconomic status of individuals. Although free attendance to

public universities enables a variety of students access to higher education, only 3.2% of the

population completes a university degree.

The Argentinean sample was collected from university students in Cordoba, the second largest

city in Argentina with 1.3 million inhabitants. Of the respondents, 94.5% identified themselves as

Argentineans and 5.5% Peruvians. In addition to several federal initiatives that encourage respect

for diversity and multiculturalism, the National University of Cordoba has a specific program

destined to promote the inclusion of diverse students in the university life. While a majority of

students at the university have health insurance coverage through their parents, marriage, work,

or university system, over a fifth does not have any health coverage. Nevertheless, the university

offers primary care services as well as prescription medication for free to students (Secretaria de

Asuntos Estudiantiles, 2014).

Regarding an awareness of school bullying, the fact is that there is not one term to refer to

bullying in Spanish even though people can understand and identify the phenomenon. Even

though the national congress recently passed anti-bullying legislation in schools in Argentina and
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the English term “bullying” has begun to be used more frequently by the media, the term

bullying was not widely used in 2012 when the data was collected. The fact of not having one

term to refer to this phenomenon may have brought different interpretations in respondents’

minds when they were asked to respond to it in the questionnaire distributed as more students

chose to report general experiences of bullying than did when more detailed bullying behaviors

were listed.

There are several possible explanations for why Argentina data showed a higher frequency of

bullying and violent behaviour. Noel et al. (2009) believe that the increase of certain forms of

violence (particularly in schools) is a result of “the process of deterioration, decline in living

standards, precarious economic conditions, and social fragmentation” (p. 48). Another

explanation emerges from the countries’ experiences of political and economic instability. Noel

et al. argue that one possible contributing factor may be the fact that Argentinean society is

experiencing what the authors labelled as “a virulent egalitarism” (p. 48) as authority symbols,

currently under critique, are looked at with the suspicion of being “authoritarian.” This reaction

to authority has its roots in previous experiences with dictatorship regimes where freedom of

speech was censored.

United States:

The US is a large, diverse country comprised of many different cultures and geographic regions.

Approximately 318.9 million people live in the US; however, 5.4 million inhabitants live in

Minnesota where the sample was collected. Minnesota is a state located in the northern Midwest

region of the country and shares a border with Canada. Compared to the US, Minnesota’s

population is more homogeneous in that 86.2% of individuals report White/Caucasian ethnicity

(compared to 77.7% in the US), and fewer Black/African American (5.7% in Minnesota, 13.2%

in the US) and Hispanic/Latino (5.0% in Minnesota, 17.1% in the US) reside in the state. The US

is a federal constitutional republic, governed by a democracy since the inception of the country in

1776. Both federal and state systems of power function to govern citizens, which results in some

variation in services and laws across states (e.g., education systems, family law, contract law).

The GDP per capita of the US is 53,142.89 USD (2013). Although Christianity is the most

common reported religious affiliation (75.9%), many religions are practised. Social security and

public assisted healthcare are services provided in the US, but these are reserved for the elderly

and the poor.
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Compared to Finland and Estonia, higher education opportunities are available across the US at

private and public colleges and universities, but attendance requires acceptance and the personal

funds to pay for tuition and living expenses. Financial assistance is available through state and

federal agencies, but most students must incur large loans to obtain their university degree.

Regarding cultural homogeneity, the US differs from Finland and Estonia in that there is greater

diversity in the US population in general, which contributes to an even greater diversity of

socioeconomic status and intellectual preparedness among students. This feature is accentuated

through discourse involving diversity as a common topic on campuses, usually resulting in some

controversy and at times open conflict. Although low cost healthcare is provided to students on

most university campuses, the services provided are limited. As a result, it is typical that families

bear the responsibility of covering healthcare costs for students in higher education, which

complicates availability and access to services. While the US has actively focused on building

public awareness of bullying in both primary and secondary education settings, there is little

awareness of bullying or specific programs to diminish it in higher education.

Even though social knowledge of bullying is high in the US, the existence of bullying behaviors

in schools is reported at some of the highest rates among the developed world. Why? It may be

due in part to the cultural and economic diversity that exists across the country and throughout

various regions that is expressed via tensions among students, the inconsistency of social

practices with constitutional tenants identifying free speech and equality for all despite race,

creed, or color, and the presence of mediated messages that are increasingly displaying violent

messages on television and in advertising to youth (Anderson et al., 2003; Capella, Hill, Kees, &

Rapp, 2010; Glascock, 2008). Embedded within the culture are themes of individualism, which

when combined with a variety of negative family communication practices, may desensitize

student notions regarding appropriate and acceptable behavior when interacting with others in

educational settings.

Finland:

Finland is a small country with 5.5 million inhabitants, located in North Europe. It has been an

independent country since 1917, after having been a grand duchy in the Russian empire for 108

years, and a part of Sweden for 600 years before that. Finnish and Swedish are the official

languages. Finland’s population (2013) is homogenous in that the native language of 89.3% of

citizens is Finnish; 5.3% are Swedish speakers, and a small minority (0.04%) of indigenous

people are Sami speakers. The number of people with foreign ancestry (e.g., Russian, Estonian)
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is 5.3%. Finland is a republic with parliamentary democracy, and a member of the European

Union since 1995. The GDP per capita of Finland is 47,218.77 USD (2013). Although

Christianity is the main religion (75.3%), the increasing number of those who do not have the

membership of any religious community is over 20%. Characteristics of the country include a

high standard of public education, social security and healthcare, all financed by the state. There

are only public universities in Finland.

Since higher education in Finland is free of charge, and financial aid is provided for all university

studies by the state, all young people have equal access to higher education, regardless of their

family background or financial situation. Students are selected through entrance examination,

and usually enter university in a specific major or program of study. Once admitted, students do

not need to compete with each other to maintain their student status, to finance their studies, or to

earn an academic degree. This kind of security may decrease students’ stress level and prevent

competition between them, and partly explain the relatively low rates of bullying in Finland. A

second point is that university students in Finland are socioeconomically, intellectually, and

culturally homogeneous, which may prevent tensions between students and student groups.

Intellectual differences between students within study programs are usually relatively small due

to precisely determined student selection criteria and practices. Ethnic/cultural diversity is low:

international students and staff members represent a small minority. Although international

students in Finnish universities have reported more bullying victimization (social exclusion, in

particular) than Finnish students (Lavikainen, 2010), tensions between Finnish and international

students are not seen on campuses. Political and religious diversity is also relatively small and

issues related to this diversity are rarely discussed on campuses. A third point is that health

services are available for all university students at a very low cost, which can be helpful for

students who have issues with their well-being, and may further decrease the level of bullying.

And the fourth point is the increased number of studies on school bullying, the national-level

intervention programmes developed to prevent it, and media attention directed to the

phenomenon have increased general awareness of school bullying. Some universities and student

unions have taken initial steps to increase awareness of bullying also in higher education.

Estonia:

Estonia is a small country with approximately 1.3 million inhabitants, located in the Baltic region

of Europe next to Latvia and Russia. The	republic of Estonia declared its independence in 1918,

followed by the Soviet occupation period 1940-1991, and has been fully independent again since
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1991, as well as member of the European Union since 2004. The GDP per capita of Estonia is

18,478.27 USD (2013). The majority of the population consists of Estonian nationals (69%), with

the next largest ethnic group identifying as Russian (26%); the rest consists of small minorities of

Ukrainian, Belarusian, Finns, and other nationals. The official language is Estonian. The country

does not adhere to a common religion. Similar to the other countries in the current study, Estonia

provides free public education to youth until the age of 16. Both public and private universities

exist in the country.

Unlike in Finland, university studies have not been free of charge for the majority of students in

Estonia, which may have some influence on the socioeconomic situation of students. Although

very recent changes in Estonia have provided tuition benefits to students, those sampled in the

current study did not have this benefit. Estonia is quite similar to Finland in that university

students in Estonia are also socioeconomically, intellectually, and culturally homogenous and

that health services are provided for students at a very low cost. Even though the lowest rates of

bullying among university students were detected in Estonia, cultural differences may indicate a

different explanation from the low rates reported in Finland due to the political history of

Estonia. Being occupied by the Soviet Union for almost 50 years, the families in Estonia may

have experienced such forms of cultural discrimination through which they could have learned to

categorize some forms of abuse (e.g., verbal hurting, criticizing) as ‘softer’ forms, resulting in a

desensitization to bullying. Through family communication practices, young adults might also

have been socialized to understand that admitting one has been victimized may indicate

weakness and vulnerability, which could be a risk for their personal safety. Therefore, even as

anonymous respondents, Estonian students might avoid revealing their personal experiences of

being bullied.

Conclusions

The research on bullying in higher education is still scarce and little is known about its cultural

variation. In this chapter, we reviewed findings from four countries to demonstrate that bullying

occurs also among higher education students, with significant cultural variation in its prevalence.

We indicated some cultural factors which might have an impact in university students’ lives, thus

explaining the cultural variation in bullying experiences. These include factors such as cultural

and socioeconomic diversity among university students, education policies which can either

encourage or discourage competition or collaboration, as well as availability of support on well-
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being issues. Further, we suggest that the political and historical developments of a country could

explain the ways in which individuals perceive and interpret different forms of bullying in their

peer relationships, and how they react to them. Also, social awareness of bullying in educational

contexts and intervention programs developed to reduce it, vary between the countries we

compared. This might have an effect on the ways in which university students and personnel

identify bullying and how acceptable they perceive different forms of it. However, a general

notion in all four countries is that bullying in university is still under-examined, not identified,

and rarely discussed in public.

The cultural features we discussed can have long-term effects on individuals’ lives and well-

being thus explaining the cultural trends detected in the bullying experiences from elementary

school to university. While these society-level cultural factors appear important determinants to

be considered to explain the variation in students’ bullying experiences across countries, further

research is needed to fully understand the roots of such differences. Future studies might also

benefit from paying attention to differences in cultural norms and expectations related to

individual’s communication behaviour (c.f., Hofstede, 2001), particularly among peers in

educational contexts. What kinds of communication norms and expectations are embedded in

each culture and expressed and learned through the family and school systems in which children

are socialized? For example, to what extent do these cultural norms encourage direct versus

indirect expression of individual’s thoughts and feelings; or perception and presentation of

oneself as a unique individual with unique individual goals, versus a member of group, similar to

others and with shared goals? Particular to families, investigations of parenting practices (e.g.,

Georgiou, 2008) and family interactions may also indicate relationships between communication

patterns established in the home and the development of norms and expectations that may relate

to the experiences and expressions of bullying reported in different cultures. Furthermore, media

can also have an influential cultural role affecting general attitudes towards particular groups of

individuals, identifying marginalized groups, and, consequently, affecting who bullies, who is

victimized, and what forms of bullying are expressed and experienced in a particular culture.

To conclude, cultural variation in university students’ bullying experiences calls for international

collaboration in research and theory development, as well as international and national policies

and actions. These need to address bullying as a significant determinant of health inequalities in

young adulthood, and advise professionals working with young adults to consider how learning

environments could be developed to support pro-social behaviours and discourage bullying.
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Table 1  Country Comparisons of the Rates of Victimization and Bullying and Gender

Differences

Country Rates of Victimization and

Bullying

Gender Differences

Victimization Bullying Victimization Bullying

Argentina Highest Highest No Males report more

than females

Estonia Lowest Lowest No Males report more

than females

Finland Moderate Moderate Females report more

than males

No

United States Moderate Moderate No Males report more

than females


