
ABOUT BULLYING

What is bullying?
It isn’t uncommon to hear someone say something insensitive or mean to someone else. Although these 
comments or actions are not okay, bullying has some specific features that make it much more serious and 
harmful. 

•	 Bullying is deliberate – harming another person intentionally

•	 Bullying involves a misuse of power in a relationship

•	 Bullying is usually not a one-off – it is repeated, or has the potential to be repeated over time

•	 Bullying involves behaviour that can cause harm – it is not a normal part of growing up (Ministry of 
Education, n.d.).1

What does it look like?
Bullying can be: 

PHYSICAL 
– hitting, tripping up

VERBAL 
– insults, threats

– called names, teasing

SOCIAL 
– spreading gossip or 

excluding people

CYBERBULLYING 
– bullying online, via the internet, mobile 
phones and social media. It’s a common 

form of bullying, especially amongst 
young people (Steiner-Fox, 2016).2

Why do some people get bullied?
We know people are more likely to be bullied if they seem different from their peers in some way. 

This might include being clever or popular, differences in race, sexuality, gender identity, ethnicity, religion, 
disabilities and abilities, weight or height. 

That’s why it’s so important to celebrate diversity and embrace our differences – we aren’t all the same and 
that’s a great thing! 

Why do some people bully others?
Just as there are many reasons someone might experience bullying, there are also many reasons why 
someone might bully someone else. 

•	 They feel unhappy, or have recently experienced a stressful or traumatic situation

•	 They have been the target of bullying themselves

•	 They want to feel important or powerful 

•	 They don’t realise how their behaviour harms others

•	 They believe being different is a bad thing. 

Labelling someone who bullies as a “bad person” isn’t right or helpful. While the bullying behaviour isn’t okay, 
someone who bullies others often needs our help and awhi/support too.  
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Is bullying harmful? Why prevent bullying?
•	 Many studies show that rangatahi who are bullied are more likely to experience mental health issues, such 

as depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts. 

•	 This can impact on their learning, relationships and ability to feel good about who they are.

•	 Bullying harms the person being bullied, the person doing the bullying and can also harm those who 
witness it (bystanders).

•	 Rangatahi who bully others, or are bullied (or both), are more likely to skip classes, drop out of school, and 
perform worse academically than schoolmates who have no conflict with their peers (OECD, 2017).

•	 By taking bullying seriously and celebrating the diversity of tauira/students, all rangatahi can feel safe and 
supported, and flourish at your school!

High school students who had been bullied weekly or more often were 
four times more likely to experience significant depressive symptoms than 
students who had been bullied infrequently or not at all (Clark, Robinson, 
Crengle, Grant, Galbreath, & Sykora, (2009)).5

4x

7 in 10 teens in NZ have 
experienced at least one type of 
unwanted digital communication 

in the past year (Pacheco & 
Melhuish, 2018).3

19% of NZ teens experienced an 
unwanted digital communication 

that had a negative impact on 
their daily activities (Pacheco & 

Melhuish, 2018).

19%

In NZ, 32% of students reported 
being bullied at least a few times 

a month, compared to 23% on 
average across OECD countries 

(OECD 2019).4

ALL OECD NZ

23% 32%

It’s really important to remind people that it’s okay to be different from others and it’s not 
okay to bully people because they are not the same as you.

The estimated percentage of young people experiencing high 
or very high levels of psychological distress has increased in 

the last year (Ministry of Health, 2022).

2019/20 11.1%

2018/19 14.6%

2020/21 19.2%

2017/18 13.3%

2021/22 23.6%
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Some people are more likely to be targeted
While all young people are potential targets of bullying, some groups can experience higher rates. Boys, 
students from disadvantaged or immigrant backgrounds, and low achieving students are at higher risk. We 
see this trend happening not just in Aotearoa, but globally.

Homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying
These terms refer to bullying based on a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity. Rangatahi/young 
people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual or other sexuality and 
gender diverse communities (LGBTQIA+), or are perceived to be part of the rainbow community, experience 
higher rates of bullying than students who do not. However, it is important to note that not all of these 
students will experience homophobic, biphobic or transphobic bullying.

The effects of homophobic 
and biphobic bullying at school 
can be lifelong, and can include 
lower educational attainment, 
lower income and lower 
wellbeing (Henrickson, 2008).

•	 The Youth19 national health and wellbeing survey of New Zealand secondary school students found:

Rainbow young people are resilient, have higher rates of volunteering and community 
engagement and are an important part of our community. Despite this, Rainbow young people 
are particularly vulnerable to experiencing homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying.6

Discrimination and social exclusion 
on the basis of sexuality or gender 
identity has been directly linked 
to an increased risk of depression, 
anxiety and suicidal thoughts for 
LGBTQIA+ young people (Adams, 
Dickinson & Asiasiga, 2012).10

Over one in five transgender 
students (23%) said that they 

had been bullied at school weekly 
or more often in the past year, 
compared to 5% of cis gender 
students (Fenaughty, Sutcliffe, 

Fleming, Ker, Lucassen, Greaves, & 
Clark, 2021).7

51% of secondary 
students had been hit 
or physically harmed 
on purpose in the last 
12 months.  (Fleming, 

Archer, King-Finau, 
Dewhirst, & Clark, 2021)8

One in 14 of same/multiple 
sex attracted participants 

said that they had been 
bullied at school weekly or 
more often in the past year 

(Fenaughty, Clark, Choo, 
Lucassen, Greaves, Sutcliffe, 

Ball, Ker, & Fleming, 2021).9

51%
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Cyberbullying 
According to Netsafe, there is a growing number of reports from and about young people, who experience 
a disproportionate amount of harm online compared to other age groups (Netsafe, 2021). Online bullying or 
cyberbullying is when digital technology is used in a way that intends to harm another person or group. Online 
bullying can take many forms including:

•	 Name calling.

•	 Repeated unwanted messages.

•	 Spreading rumours or lies.

•	 Fake accounts used to harass people.	

•	 Excluding people from social activities.

•	 Embarrassing pictures, videos, websites, or fake profiles.

Overall, 7 in 10 teens in New Zealand have experienced at least one type  
of unwanted digital communication in the past year. Not all these resulted in  

harm or distress. (Pacheco, E., & Melhuish, N. (2018)).11

Online bullying experienced by the Rainbow community
Just like with other forms of bullying, tauira who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, 
asexual or other sexuality and gender diverse communities (LGBTQIA+) can be targeted online. Online 
homophobic, biphobic and/or transphobic bullying can look like:

•	 Taking and sharing photos and videos of rainbow students without consent

•	 Taking and circulating online photos and videos of rainbow-focused bullying (either directly bullying or 
harming a person, or destruction of property, posters, flags, etc being destroyed)

•	 Outing people online. This sometimes happens unintentionally when school staff include rainbow young 
people in online posts supporting or addressing rainbow issues.

Online bullying in particular poses some specific challenges. As so much of a  
young person’s life involves online activity (e.g. school, social life), rainbow young  

people experiencing online bullying often feel they cannot escape it and must restrict  
their online presence in response. (InsideOUT report (2021)).
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