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In this exploratory research, a mixed method research design was used to understand how primary
school children perceive bullying behaviour and to uncover the extent of self-esteem on their
bullying experiences. Two hundred and eighty participants took part in a survey of their bullying
behaviour and self-esteem. Additionally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 6
children. Survey findings indicated that higher self-esteem leads to higher bullying behaviour.
Further analyses within sub-samples defined by gender and ethnic subgroups revealed that there
are differences in bullying behaviour across subgroups. In addition, qualitative interviews yielded
three key themes including (i) physical and verbal bullying, (ii) relational bullying, and (iii)
gender-based bullying.

Keywords: bullying, mixed-method, primary school children, self-esteem.
Address of correspondence: Ang Chin-Siang, School of Psychology, TMC Academy, 250
Middle Road, 188983, Singapore.
E-mail: austin.ang@tmc.edu.sg

inflicting physical harm upon a person (e.g., kicking and
fighting); verbal bullying refers to a direct attempt of
verbally attack someone (e.g., teasing and insulting);
relational bullying is a type of covert aggression in which
bullying is caused by social exclusion. In subsequent years,
Karen (2012) proposed a four taxonomic-structure of
bullying behaviour: physical bullying, verbal bullying,
sexual bullying and cyber bullying, and found each 3 out of
10 children experience at least one type of bullying. This
has come about because of rapid progress in technology
which could be much more difficult to identify and control
(Weiten, Hammer, & Dunn, 2012). As shown, bullying is
negatively affect one’s physical, social, and emotional
well-being (Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O’Brennan, 2009;
Patchin & Hinduja, 2010; Sigurdson, Wallander, & Sund,
2014). Specifically, victims of bullying are more
susceptible to mental illnesses and poor school
performance (Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, Simons, &
Scheidt, 2001), whereas bullies are more likely to report
externalizing problems (Sigurdson et al., 2014).
Throughout the years, literature has identified risk
factors of engaging bullying behaviour. Few common key
factors are poor self-control (Wang et al., 2009), low selfesteem (Bushman, Baumeister, Thomaes, Ryu, Begeer &
West, 2009), psychological disturbance (Nansel et al.,

Introduction
Bullying, a form of behavioural aggression, is a
widespread phenomenon which can happened anywhere
(Jeong, Kwak, Moon, & Miguel, 2013). Among different
age-based bullying, child bullying has garnered the most
research attention. It is defined as when a child intends to
harm someone who they think as weaker than themselves
(Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005). Child bullying is a growing
hazard worldwide. According to Smokowski and Kopasz
(2005), one in three school-going children in the United
States were the victims of bullying. Few scholarly works
continually identified such problem still persists and is in a
rising trend (Karatas & Ozturk, 2011, Ttofi, Farington, &
Losel, 2012, Wang, Iannotti & Nansel, 2009). However,
bullying behaviours are not only evident in Western
contexts, but are also found in Asian societies (Wang et al.,
2009; Wan Ismail, Jaafar, Sidi, Midin, & Shah, 2014;
Yang, Kim, Kim, Shin & Yoon, 2006). Wan Ismail et al.’s
(2014) study reported 8 out of 10 school children in
Malaysia experience some forms of bullying.
Bullying behaviours are categorized into three broad
domains: physical bullying, verbal bullying, and relational
bullying (Ando, Asakura, & Simons Morton, 2005; Wang
et al., 2009). Physical bullying refers to an overt act of

11

Self-Esteem and bullying among primary school children motive

2001), and family disruption (Jeong et al., 2013). While
most risk factors are consistently explained bullying
behaviour, the influence of self-esteem remains
controversial. In some studies, self-esteem was not
correlated with bullying behaviour (Chen & Wei, 2011;
Seals & Young, 2003; Thomaes, Bushman, Stegge &
Olthof, 2008; Tritt & Duncan, 1997). However, there are a
number of studies reported self-esteem is related to
bullying behaviour in either positive (Koh & Wong, 2015;
Menon, Tobin, Corby, Menon, Hodges, & Perry, 2007;
Salmivalli, 2010; Slee & Rigby, 1993; Volk, Camilleri,
Dane, & Marini, 2012; Yang, Kim, Kim, Shin & Yoon,
2006) or negative direction (Donnellan et al., 2005;
Özdemir, 2014; Patchin & Hinduja, 2010; Skues,
Cunningham & Pokharel, 2005).
While self-esteem is evidently important to everyone in
different ways, the irony is that high levels of self-esteem
can cause externalizing problems (Koh & Wang, 2008).
With the possible positive effects to psychological health,
why do some psychologists believe self-esteem is
detrimental? Though counter-intuitive, self-esteem is not
all good. In a psychological context, self-esteem is a
person’s general subjective perception of his or her own
worth (Engler, 2013). It is key for survival that can acts as
an impetus that motivates us to achieve a goal. And in
response to this need, self-esteem may inherently include
the trait of aggression in an attempt to get better self-worth
(Bandura, 1973).
In addition, empirical evidence showed that bullying
behaviour is found to be more common in boys than in
girls (Liang, Flisher & Lombard, 2007; Nansel et al., 2001;
Pepler, Craig, Connolly, Yuile, McMaster & Jiang, 2006).
A review paper also reported on studies where boys
outnumber girls in every kind of aggressive behaviours
(Berger, 2007). In a cross-national study that involves 40
countries, gender differences in bullying behaviour was
also reported, which boys reported higher rates of
aggressive behaviour in all studied countries (Craig et al.,
2009). While boys often engage in physical assaults and
teasing, girls are more likely to exhibit what has been
termed relational aggression, such as active exclusion from
a social group (Hadley, 2003). Deriving from earlier
studies, more boys than girls reported having higher
tendency of bullying, mainly due to two main reasons, (I)
boys’ direct bullying (e.g., physical assaults) is always
easier to detect, while, girls’ indirect bullying (e.g.,
relational bullying) is more difficult to notice by others.
Furthermore, boys are always coined with the term
“playful, impulsive, and aggressive” (Silva, Pereira,
Mendonça, Nunes, & Oliveira, 2013), which lead them
more likely to be bullies compared to females.
Notwithstanding this, significant differences of bullying
behaviours across different cultures and ethnic groups were
found in few studies (Bradshaw, Sawyer & O’Brennan,
2009; Fox & Stallworth, 2005; Pomeroy, 2013). All these
studies unanimously reported that majority ethnic group
will more likely to behave aggressively or engage in
bullying as a mean of achieving social dominance in the
societies.
Since the relationship between self-esteem and
bullying behaviour is grey, the aims of this study were to
assess tendency of bullying and its relationship with selfesteem, as well as to explore its difference between
genders and ethnics. Also, a review of the relevant studies
in this research scope revealed that there is lack of
empirical studies investigating bullying behaviours among
Malaysian students (Wan Ismail et al., 2014), and more

specifically, of primary school students. Therefore, this
research study aims to examine the phenomenon of child
bullying behaviour among Malaysian school-age children
and its relationship to self-esteem using a mixed-method
approach. Overall, there are two research objectives in this
study: (1) to examine if there is a significant relationship
between child bullying behaviour and self-esteem among
Malaysia school-age children, as well as if the bullying
behaviours are subject to gender and ethnic differences; (2)
to examine the type of bullying experiences Malaysia
school age children have undergone.

Method
Research Design
A mixed-method approach was used in this study to
address all research questions. This study adopted
pragmatism which combines both positivist and
interpretive positions to look at a single research scope in
depth (Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008). To increase
validity of the study findings, triangulation method was
used to collect and analyze qualitative and qualitative data
simultaneously to provide a better understanding of the
research problem than either one type by itself (Creswell &
Garrett, 2008).
Participants
To address the first research objective of this study, a
total of 280 primary school students (M = 10.67, SD =
1.27; age ranges = 7-12) were recruited in federal
territories of Malaysia. The sampling was a convenience
design with a total of 10 primary schools selected
according to districts in the state. For each sampled school,
one to two classes’ students were invited to participate in
the survey to avoid interruption of school learning time as
emphasized by the school principals. Of the collected
samples, 38.2% (N = 107) were males and 61.8% (N =
173) were females. As for ethnic distribution, 60% (N =
168) were Malay, 18.6% (N = 52) were Chinese, 16.8% (N
= 47) were Indian, and the remaining 4.6% (N = 13) were
of indigenous people. At the same time, semi-structured
interviews on the primary school children were conducted
to qualitatively explore the type of bullying experiences
Malaysia school age children have undergone. Of the
qualitative sample, we approached the same group of
participants via Extreme Case Sampling (Creswell, 1998).
However, only six children were voluntarily joined the
interviews, together with the parents’ consent.
Instruments
As abovementioned, both quantitative and qualitative
instruments were integrated in this study. For the
quantitative instruments, two established scales were
included in this study:
Self-esteem. The majority of self-esteem research has
focused on global self-esteem measures (Kususanto, Ismail
& Jamil, 2010; Robins, Hendin & Trzesniewski. 2001).
One global self-esteem measure is Robins et al.’s (2001)
Self-Esteem Scale. The scale takes a broad view of the
self-esteem concept and requires participants to make an
overall assessment about their self-worth and that are not
related to specific domains or areas. This global, onedimensional measure of one’s self-esteem contains a single
item (i.e., I have high self-esteem). To respond,
participants selected one of seven response keys—not very
true of me to very true of me—to indicate the extent of
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their self-esteem. Prior studies showed this single-item
scale had similar predictive validity and convergent
validity with Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (Robins et al.,
2001).
Bullying behaviour. Orpinas and Frankowski’s (2001)
Aggression Scale was used to measure tendency of
bullying of the participants. In the research literature, the
term aggressive behaviour and bullying behaviour are
almost synonymous (Hwang, Kim, Koh, Bishop, &
Leventhal, 2017; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2015; Sattler &
Hoge, 2014). It consists of physical or verbal behaviours
that threaten or harm others. The scale measures individual
self-reported on physical and verbal bullying behaviours
upon others in the past seven days. an 11-item scale.
Higher scores indicate that the participants are more likely
to engage in bullying behaviours. Prior studies showed this
scale had high reliability and construct validity (Orpinas &
Frankowski, 2001). Some sample items include ‘I pushed
shoved other students,’ I called other students bad names,’
‘I threatened to hurt or to hit someone.’ The scale
reliability of this study was .85.
For the qualitative instrument, researchers served as
research tools. Throughout the course of the research
project, the research team employed a reflexive process to
analyse individual team members’ understandings,
assumptions, and biases, with regard to self-esteem and
bullying behaviour. Such process can lessen the effect of
individual team members’ biases in developing project
goals, research questions, and interpretation of the
interviewees’ narratives.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlation
between the study variables. The mean of bullying and
self-esteem was 28.18 (SD = 13.18) and 3.63 (SD = 1.50)
respectively. In addition, there was a significant
relationship between self-esteem and child bullying
behaviour among Malaysia school-age children (r = .35, p
< .001). Self-esteem was moderately and positively related
to children’s bullying behaviour. Indicatively, as the level
of self-esteem increases, bullying behaviour increases as
well.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations

Variable

1

1. Bullying

-

2

2. Self-esteem

.35*

-

M

28.18

3.63

SD

13.18

1.50

Note: M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation, * p < .001.

Gender and ethnic differences on bullying behaviour
Independent Sample t-test showed that there was a
significant difference between boys and girls on bullying
behaviour (t (249) = 4.74, p < .001). In particular, boys (M
= 32.61, SD = 11.57) scored higher on bullying behaviour
than girls (M = 25.43, SD = 13.39) (see Table 2).

Procedure
Formal approval of authority from each school involved
was sought prior to the sample recruitment and data
collection. During the day of data collection, the nature of
the study and objectives were explained to the potential
participants in selected classrooms and they were required
to sign informed consent forms to indicate their willingness
to join this research. The participants were then asked to
complete the questionnaire within the stipulated time
frame. The questionnaire was collected on the spot to
increase response rates. To get a detailed investigation of
students’ views and bullying experiences, semi-structured
interviews were concurrently conducted. During the
interview sessions, respondents were presented with a list
of open-ended questions. Probing questions were also
asked to clarify any vague statement from the participants.
Permission for interview records was sought from the
participants and their guardians, and data transcription
were also made available to them to comment (von Manen,
1990). This ensures accuracy of data analysis and
interpretation to achieve the methodological rigor. To
avoid researcher bias, bracketing of presuppositions was
carried out throughout the study on understanding
participants’ descriptions (Giorgi, 1994). Confidentiality of
participants’ data was ensured and pseudonyms were
adopted in data reporting.

Table 2. Gender differences on bullying behaviour

M

SD

Bullying
Male

32.61

11.57

Female

25.43

13.39

t

df

4.74*

249

Note: M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation, * p < .001.

One-way ANOVA showed that there was a significant
difference between three ethnic groups on bullying
behaviour (F (2, 264) = 5.44, p < .01). Post-hoc analyses
with Tukey method were further computed to compare
three ethnic groups. In particular, Malay students (M =
29.88, SD = 11.89) scored significantly higher on bullying
behaviour than Indian students (M = 23.10, SD = 13.84)
(see Tables 3 and 4).

Data analysis
Quantitative data in this study were analysed via the
Statistic Package for Social Science (SPSS). Pearson
correlation coefficient, t-test and one way-ANOVA were
used. For the qualitative data, analyses were employed
based on von Manen (1990)’s analytic procedures.
Emerging themes were coded into categories, re-evaluated
and re-interpreted into shifting codes until the final themes
emerged.

Table 3. Ethnic differences on bullying behaviour
M
SD
F

df

Bullying

2, 264

5.44*

Malay

29.88

11.89

Chinese

26.79

14.74

Indian

23.10

13.84

Note: M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation, * p < .01.
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Table 4. Post hoc analysis

Ethnic

Ethnic

Mean Difference

Malay

Chinese

3.09

Malay

India

6.77*

Chinese

India

3.68

surroundings. Some instances of their views of relational
bullying are:
Angie stated: She (a victim in her school) didn’t have
any friend in school. No one is willing to join her. Sam [a
boy in her class] is alone too, no one wants to play with
him and lend him a stationary. There is no way I could
help Sam, otherwise my ‘gang’ [group of best friends] will
boycott me. They seem pity and I feel so sad for them.
Despite not personally acknowledging her bullying
behaviour, Angel mentioned: I dislike her. She is very dirty
and lazy. I don’t let her come over my place. All of us don’t
want play with this ‘smelly’ person. We would welcome
anyone who wants to join us. But you know, we can’t stand
her smell. Jasper mentioned: I don’t have many friends. I
can’t ‘click’ with boys. Girls will talk to each other but not
with me. Jam believes that there is a power of social
exclusion to threat someone that he doesn’t like: Very
simple [giggle]. I asked my friends don’t friend with Ken
[a person he doesn’t like]. Girls [his friends] will usually
follow what I’m said, but boys don’t.

Note: * p < .05.

Qualitative results
In particular, six participants were recruited during the
qualitative phase. Four participants were boys and two
participants were girls. Due to the nature of the adopted
sampling, some participants were the victims of bullying
and some were bullies. Three main themes emerged from
the analysis of face-to-face interviews: “What were the
bullying experiences that you have undergone in school?”

Theme 3: Gender-Based Bullying
Evolving from Theme 1 and Theme 2, analyses indicate
that there are differences in bullying behaviour for school
boys and girls. For boys, bullying is mostly associated
physical and verbal aggression, and girls were more likely
to engage in relational bullying. This can be proved in
some participants’ transcripts:
Angie mentioned her victimization experience: Boys
always punch or knock me. Girls don’t friend with me. I
don’t with them. I am alone all times. Jam cited similar to
that of Angie: my friends [boys] and I pull and kick each
other while playing. We will stop when the teacher comes.
Girls are quite childish. They always say don’t want to
friends with me if I make them angry. Angel mentioned that
boys in my classroom always bullied at a fat boy by teasing
him as a pig. No idea why they do so. If I don’t like a
person, I will ask my friend not play with her.

Theme 1: Physical and Verbal Bullying
Three participants mentioned some instances of
bullying behaviour that they witnessed or experienced in
classes. All the instances that they described were a form
of overt bullying.
Angie, who is 11 years old, expressed her experiences
about bullying: When I talked to him [the bully], he will
spit his saliva toward me. Sometimes, I saw he threw paper
to other victims. I could not help or do anything. If I did, I
would probably in trouble. Some bullies even worse. They
simply hit others and stole other people’s stuff for no
reason. My pens were stolen few times before. I told to my
mother and she asked to me talk to the teacher. Angel, 9
years old, indicated her experiences of bullying as follow:
He [the bully] is very fierce and likes to scold and punch
others randomly. He talks very loud to others. Sometimes,
he did the same thing to the teachers. He’s just rude and
mean. There are few times, he said Jarred [someone
random in class] likes Barina [Angel’s Best Friend]. It is
not true, and he just simply say things about Barina to
make other students laugh. When he saw Barina cried, he
will feel happy. Jasper, 8 years old, shared his witnesses as
follow: The big boy slapped my good friend. He looks tall
and strong. My friend is much smaller size than him.
Some participants who were a bully described how they
bullied her classmates. John, 11 years old, indicated as
follow: I scolded her and asked her to go away. If she
doesn’t, I will push her away. I don’t like her and I got
angry easily with her. She is too annoying and non-stopped
bugging at me. Jam, 12 years old, shared his experience as
follow: Who asked him to make me angry? I pulled him
and kicked him. Other students asked him to fight back, but
he didn’t dare. He is just lame to me. Jack, 9 years old,
indicated his view as follow: I screamed at her as she is
too busy body. But she went to talk to the teacher. My
teacher scolded me back. I called her bad names in
classroom to make her angry.

Discussion
This study had two-fold objectives (1) to identify if
there is a significant relationship between child bullying
behaviour and self-esteem among Malaysia school age
children, and to establish if bullying behaviour is subjected
to gender and ethnic differences, and (2) to determine the
type of bullying experiences which school age children
underwent. Contrary to other studies where high selfesteem was related to low aggressive tendencies or
bullying (Donnellan et al., 2005; Özdemir, 2014; Patchin &
Hinduja, 2010; Skues et al., 2005), the results from the
study indicate the higher the level of self-esteem, the
higher the level of tendency of bullying displays. This is
similar to a few published study, which found that many
bullies had higher levels of self-esteem and social success
compared to victims (Koh & Wong, 2015; Menon et al.,
2007; Salmivalli, 2010; Slee & Rigby, 1993; Volk et al.,
2012).
Current findings can be explained throughout the fact
that the tendency to bully may be an evolutionary
adaptation hard-wired trait. Although bullying has been the
catchphrase of researchers for years, it is increasingly
recognized that bullying is a complex problem that is not
as simple as it is often portrayed. Because of the
predominantly negative connotations associated with
aggression/ bullying behavior, literature has focused

Theme 2: Relational Bullying
Participants agreed that peer rejection was seen
probably as a sign of bullying. This theme arises from the
circumstances of when one is being isolated or avoided by
an individual or a group in schools, hence the child is being
rejected or disliked by the school mates. Participants
described how victims in their classrooms or schools did
not receive social interaction and support from their social
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mostly on the risk factors of engaging it. Conventional
wisdom has repeatedly viewed bullying as the result of
maladaptive development (e.g., home violence), social
learning (e.g., imitation and modelling), and psychological
disturbances (e.g., low self-esteem and self-loathing)
(Laslett, 1980; Smokowsi & Kopasz, 2005; Walden &
Beran, 2010). However, it is not always the case.
Bullying is a specific type of aggression in school that
involves behaviours can inflict harm in the form of
physical, psychological, and social to a weaker individual
(Bushman et al., 2009). The evolutionary view of
aggression projects that people are known to have an innate
likelihood to be aggressive to safeguard survival (Bushman
& Anderson, 2002). Human aggression has historically had
instrument purposes to maximize lifetime reproductive
success (Campbell & Muncer, 1987). Bullying may thus be
one of those inherent, adaptive traits that lead children to
get social benefits and power in school (Bandura, 1973).
The findings may reinforce the view of bullying is in fact a
survival mechanism. Cognitive theories may further lend
credence for the current findings (Archer, 2004). During
early adolescence, children’s brains are not fully formed,
especially the part of frontal cortex, where responsible for
executive functioning skills is still being developed.
Children who have more tendencies to express aggression
and dominance may not realize the harm they are causing
when they bully, and do not take bullying as seriously as
they should (Volk et al., 2012).
Similar to most previous research studies, current study
also showed that boys were more likely to engage in
bullying behaviours than girls (Liang et al., 2007; Nansel et
al., 2001; Pepler et al., 2006). The findings support typical
gender stereotypes, which argued boys are more playful,
impulsive, and aggressive, whereas girls are more passive,
quiet, and diplomatic (Silva et al., 2013). In addition, a
significant difference of child bullying among ethnic
groups was reported in the present study. Post-hoc analyses
revealed that Malay students were more likely to engage in
child bullying than Indian students. According to Index
Mundi (2015), Malays remain as the majority ethnic group
and Indian remain as the minority ethnic group. As what
we’ve found in some past studies, a majority ethnic group
tends to become bullies and a minority ethnic group was
less likely to display bullying behaviours (Bradshaw et al.,
2009; Fox & Stallworth, 2005; Pomeroy, 2013). This is
because a majority ethnic group may always be afraid of
being challenged in their social dominance, and therefore,
people in the group will more likely to behave aggressively
in order to maintain their social hierarchy.
Notwithstanding this, the qualitative data was further
analyzed to explain the phenomenon of child bullying. As
expected, bullying behaviours in schools always involve
physical and verbal bullying (Ando et al., 2005). The
typical behaviours of physical bullying include kicking,
hitting, beating, throwing paper, and stealing personal
belonging, whereas the typical practices of verbal bullying
include using abusive language, mocking, and teasing.
These findings reaffirmed the conclusions of Wang et al.
(2009) who argued children would more likely to
experience physical and verbal bullying behaviours in
schools. Besides, relational bullying or peer rejection is
another form of bullying behaviour. It is a negative social
experience in schools which can lead a child to feel
loneliness and emptiness (Buhs, 2006; Jeong et al., 2013).
Some school age children were found to socially reject
victims of bullying from their social circles. The bullies
may rationalize their bullying using excuses like laziness

and dirtiness to label the victims of bullying in order to
authenticate their bullying behaviours (Buhs, 2006;
Salmivalli, 2010).
Additionally, gender-based bullying was also found.
Relational bullying is considered as a female-type bullying,
whereas physical and verbal bullying are considered as a
male-type bullying. An explanation for the gender
discrepancy in bullying behaviour may be attributed to the
fact men have been conditioned as having aggressive,
competitive, and impulsive traits, and in turn, they are
more likely to report being hit, shoved, or punched (Wan
Ismail et al., 2014). Girls, who possess softer personality
traits, are more likely to use more indirect forms of
bullying such as spreading gossip or social isolation (Wang
et al., 2009).
This study had several practical contributions. First, the
paper furthers our understanding of the relationship
between bullying behaviour and self-esteem. The study
revealed that higher self-esteem could lead to more
bullying behaviours. One of the potential explanations is
that people with high self-esteem always prioritize their
personal needs and tend to have higher desire of control
and defensive mechanisms (Engler, 2013). In terms of
practical implication, the anti-bullying programs may
consider to have supervised activity sessions in school that
allow children to positively channel their aggressive traits
and build their self-esteem in a friendly competitive
environment. Furthermore, the differences of gender and
ethnic groups should take into account when implementing
prevention bullying campaign, as the bullying patterns
were subjected to the gender differences and ethic
differences.
Conclusions
This study employed a mixed-method approach to
explain the phenomenon of child bullying in school
settings. It has been found out that high self-esteem can
lead to bullying behaviours among children samples.
Although both genders were found to be involved in bully
behaviours, males still have higher tendency than females
in bully behaviours. More specifically, males were found
to be more likely to use physical and verbal bullying
whereas females more likely to use relational bullying.
Plus, the majority ethnic group was more likely to engage
in bullying behaviours compared to minority groups.
Although this study provides an insights into many
people’s myopic perception of self-esteem and its
influence, participants in this study were limited in the age
ranges of 7 and 12 years old and with a relatively small
sample. Also, the nature of this research was crosssectional, which data were obtained in a single occasion. In
order to improve the current study, future research studies
can replicate this study by extending to bigger
geographical areas and other age groups, together with a
larger sample size.
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