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STUDENTS’ REACTIONS TO PEER VIOLENCE IN RELATION
TO THEIR PERCEPTION OF RISK AND PROTECTIVE
FACTORS IN THE SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

Global data shows that peer violence and bullying are widespread problems and that the
consequences of these behaviours are significant for the future development of children and
youth. This study aims to determine: (1) whether there are differences in the witnessing of peer
violence depending on the educational level and gender of the students, (2) whether there are
differences in students’ reactions to peer violence depending on educational level, gender, and
perceptions of risk and protective factors in the school environment. The sample consisted of
2,188 students (aged 10 to 19 years; 48,1% female) in the towns of Jastrebarsko and Samobor.
The modified version of the CTC Youth Survey was used. The following statistical methods and
analyses were used: descriptive statistics, Mann-Whitney U test, Chi-square test and Cramer’s
V. The results showed that a higher percentage of elementary school students reported witnessing
peer violence than high school students. In terms of response to peer violence, elementary school
students were more likely than high school students to ignore peer violence as if it was none of
their business, to be amused, but also to try to do something to prevent peer violence. Regarding
gender differences in students’ responses to peer violence, it was found among elementary and
high school students that boys tended to ignore peer violence as if it was none of their business
and that they often “join in the party”. Concerning protective factors in the school environment,
it was found that elementary and high school students who perceive more opportunities and
recognition for prosocial involvement at school are more likely to try to take action against peer
violence. On the other hand, elementary school students who had not experienced academic
failure were found to be more likely to react actively to stop peer violence, while high school

students did not differ in their reaction to peer violence, regardless of whether or not they had
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experienced academic failure. The results of this study could provide a basis for planning
evidence-based prevention interventions to promote positive development and/or prevent peer

violence in children and youth.

Key words: peer violence; risk and protective factors; student reactions; school environment,

prevention

1. INTRODUCTION

Alongside the family, the school is the environment that has the strongest influence
on the socialisation of children, and certainly also the environment that significantly
impacts the developmental outcomes of children and youth. In the context of this
paper, it is important to mention the social development strategy and the concept of
risk and protective factors. The social development model or strategy represents a
theory of human behaviour that assigns the aetiology of prosocial and antisocial be-
haviours to similar developmental processes, and it is important to emphasise that
this theory integrates research on risk and protective factors (Cambron et al. 2019).
In addition, the concept of risk and protective factors occupies a significant place in
prevention science, as it highlights the importance of identifying relevant factors for
different types of risk behaviour and understanding their mutual interaction and im-
pact on different target groups (Durlak 1998).Many studies have identified risk and
protective factors in the school environment that can influence the developmental
outcomes of children and youth (e.g. Arthur et al. 2002; Cahir et al. 2010; Catalano
etal. 2011; Haggerty and McCowan 2018; Boj¢i¢ and Mandi¢ Vidakovi¢ 2022). Risk
factors refer to characteristics, variables or hazards that, if present in a particular per-
son or their environment, increase the likelihood of that person developing a problem,
as opposed to people who are not exposed to these risks (Institute of Medicine (US)
Committee on Prevention of Mental Disorders et al. 1994), while protective factors
protect against the consequences that may result from exposure to risk factors by re-
ducing the impact of the risk or influencing the way children and youth respond to
risk factors (Basi¢ and Feri¢ 2004). Risk factors from the school environment for the
occurrence of peer violence include academic failure, which begins in later primary
school age, and lack of engagement in school (Catalano et al. 2011). In this context,
children who fall behind in school for any reason are at greater risk of drug use, early
school leaving, teenage pregnancy, violence and criminal behaviour. It has also been
found that students with poorer academic performance are more likely to perpetrate
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and experience peer violence (Bojc¢i¢ and Mandi¢ Vidakovi¢ 2022). Other risk factors
in the school environment that have been associated with various risk behaviours in
children and youth, such as harmful drug use, violence, delinquency and dropping
out of school, are low school commitment (Arthur et al. 2002; Cahir et al. 2010; Cata-
lano et al. 2011). On the other hand, numerous prospective longitudinal studies have
identified four environmental factors that promote positive social development in dif-
ferent environments, including schools: (1) opportunities for prosocial involvement,
(2) recognition for positive involvement, (3) bonding, and (4) healthy beliefs and
standards for behaviour (Catalano et al. 2011). Opportunities for prosocial involve-
ment in the school environment may include giving students a choice in selecting a
task, involving them in setting standards of behaviour in the classroom and giving
them equal opportunities to learn. Opportunities for prosocial involvement should be
followed by recognition, where recognition refers to a skill or talent that the student
develops and is positive (Haggerty and McCowan 2018).

As an educational institution, a school should be a safe place for everyone. Still,
it is not uncommon for children and youth to experience violence from their peers in
the school environment, whether they witness violence or perpetrate it themselves.

Peer violence has been defined as a repeated act that is intentionally carried out
to harm others deliberately, follows a specific pattern and is not an isolated event
(Karmaliani et al. 2017). When talking about peer violence, it can be direct (physical
aggression, threats and teasing) or indirect (spreading rumours and exclusion from
peer groups) (Lagerspetz et al. 1988, according to Corboz et al. 2018).Bullying, as a
subcategory of peer violence (Rajhvajn Bulat and Ajdukovi¢ 2012; Silva 2020), is
generally a more targeted and chronic or repetitive type of peer violence (Juvonen
and Graham 2014), and it is a more severe form of peer violence (Rajhvajn Bulat and
Ajdukovic¢ 2012).

Global data shows that peer violence and bullying is a widespread problem. Data
from UNICEF’s global databases (2023) show that about 35% of students (13-15
years) around the world have been bullied on one or more days in the last 30 days.
Jadambaa et al. (2019) found that the annual prevalence of victimisation by traditional
and cyberbullying among Australian children and adolescents was 15,17%, and that
of perpetrators was 5,27%. The same study shows that victimisation and perpetration
of cyberbullying are less common (7,02% lifetime prevalence).

The results of the study on peer violence in Croatia on a representative sample of
children aged 11, 13 and 16 showed that 14,8% were victims of peer violence, 6,3%
were perpetrators, and 14,8% of them were both victims and perpetrators (SuSac et
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al. 2016). Feri¢ (2018) reported on the results of a study on a representative sample
of students from 24 Zagreb high schools in Zagreb aged 14 to 19, which showed that
37% of students had witnessed peer violence in the last four weeks and 17% of them
had experienced peer violence themselves. Croatian data from the International
Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) study shows that 14,1% of boys
and 9,7% of girls aged 11 have been bullied at least twice in the last few months,
while 12,6% of boys and 11,3% of girls aged 13 and 8,3% of boys and 7,7% of girls
aged 15 reported the same experience. On the other hand, 9,4% of boys and 4,1% of
girls aged 11, 10,7 % of boys and 7,6 % of girls aged 13 and 9,4 % of boys and 4,4
% of girls aged 15 reported that they had bullied others at least twice in the last few
months (Capak 2020).

The findings on the prevalence of peer violence and bullying show that these be-
haviours are a serious social problem, as many studies show that the consequences
of such behaviours are numerous and often very serious [Corboz et al. 2018; Ferrara
etal. 2019; Geremew et al. 2022; Halliday et al. 2021; Ratto et al. 2023; World Health
Organization (WHO) 2015]. For example, bullying between the ages of 10 and 12 is
associated with negative consequences in the areas of attitude towards school, aca-
demic achievement, and relationships (psychological and social).However, it should
be emphasised that these consequences last up to 8 years after the victimisation (Hal-
liday et al. 2021). In addition, the consequences may include injuries, involvement
in other forms of health-risk behaviour (e.g. substance use, higher stress levels), men-
tal health problems, involvement in different types of violence, poor academic per-
formance, higher economic costs and negative effects on family and friends (WHO
2015).

One of the characteristics of peer violence is that it often takes place in front of
witnesses (peers). Therefore, witnesses may play an important role in the occurrence
of peer violence and the experience of peer violence. Older studies show a relatively
low active reaction of students to peer violence. For example, Berkowitz (2014) re-
ports that students rarely experienced a positive response to peer violence and ex-
plains that this data is consistent with previous research showing that while peers
were present during most bullying episodes, they only intervened to stop the bullying
in 10 to 11% of cases. However, more recent research shows that most students ac-
tively react to peer violence. For example, the study by Joo et al. (2020) shows that
out of 477 elementary school students who witnessed bullying incidents, 69,8% told
other people that they saw others being bullied, and 30% did not tell anyone. The re-
sults of the study conducted by Bauman et al. (2020) on a sample of children and
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youth (12-25 years) show that 69,2% reported intervening when they witnessed an
incident (sometimes or always). A study by Bellmore et al. (2021) involving 470 early
adolescents showed that 92% of study participants reported that they would help in
situations of peer violence and would be more likely to help if the victim of peer vi-
olence was their friend. When considering these results, it is important to bear in
mind that intention does not necessarily lead to actual help in situations of peer vio-
lence.

Recent research on understanding the behaviour of peers who witness peer vio-
lence has focused on understanding the socio-cognitive and peer group processes of
defending and bystanding (Rambaran et al. 2022), examining whether moral disen-
gagement and perceptions of anti-bullying norms in the classroom are associated with
defending and passive bystanding in school bullying (Thorenberg et al. 2022) or as-
sessing the characteristics of school-based peer victimisation events that promote
helping (Bellimore et al. 2021). Although there is a body of research showing that
opportunities for prosocial involvement and recognition for prosocial involvement
at school are protective factors in the school environment that promote positive youth
development and prevent youth risk behaviours (e.g. Catalano et al. 2011; Catalano
etal. 2021; Lam 2012; Mihi¢ et al. 2022), there is no research on how these protective
factors in the school environment influence students’ reaction to peer violence.

This paper aims to explore the relationship between risk and protective factors in
the school environment and peer violence to provide a basis for planning evidence-
based prevention interventions to promote positive development or prevent risk be-
haviours in children and youth. It is important to note that this paper refers to peer
violence, which is a broader type of risky behaviour in children and young people
than bullying.

2. RESEARCH AIM

This study aims to determine: (1) whether there are differences in the witnessing of
peer violence depending on the educational level and gender of the students, (2)
whether there are differences in students’ reactions to peer violence depending on ed-
ucational level, gender and the perception of risk and protective factors in the school
environment.
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3. METHODS
3.1. Participant sample

This research was conducted in January 2023 as part of a project ,,Frontline Politeia —
Take prevention science training to the substance use and crime prevention frontline
(EU JUST programme)““. The purpose of the research was to investigate risk and pro-
tective factors in different environments from the perspective of children and youth as
well as risk behaviours of children and youth in the cities of Samobor and Jastrebarsko
to create action plans of the Prevention Council of the cities of Samobor and Jastre-
barsko. The study aimed to cover the entire student population of the 5th to 8th grade
of elementary school and the 1st to 4th grade of high school in the towns of Samobor
and Jastrebarsko, Croatia. The entire student population in the two cities was included
to ensure the variability of the studied risk and protective factors in different environ-
ments from the perspective of children and youth and their involvement in risk be-
haviours. The survey was conducted in 5 elementary schools and 3 high schools in the
area of the city of Samobor and in 1 elementary school and 1 high school in the city of
Jastrebarsko. Initially, data on the exact number of students enrolled in the 2022/2023
school year in which the study was conducted was collected in all elementary and high
schools. In the 2022/2023 school year, a total of 3,696 students were enrolled in ele-
mentary and high schools in both cities (Samobor - 2,904 students; Jastrebarsko - 892
students). All students in the target sample were informed about the survey and invited
to participate, with an individual appointment being made for each class. A total of
2,652 students took part in the survey (589 - city of Jastrebarsko; 2,063 - city of Samo-
bor). This corresponds to 71,7% of the total student population in both cities (city of
Samobor 66%, city of Jastrebarsko 73%). However, the sample consists of 2,188 stu-
dents (6 students refused to participate in the study, 445 students did not complete the
questionnaire, 13 students did not provide correct information about their socio-demo-
graphic characteristics when the questionnaire was checked (e.g. they stated that they
were 59 years old) and these students were excluded from the final sample due to the
questionable reliability of the data), which corresponds to 59.1% of the total population
of students in the mentioned areas (city of Samobor 60%, city of Jastrebarsko 55%).

Table 1 gives an overview of the socio-demographic characteristics of the partic-
ipants. The participants were between 10 and 19 years old (M = 14,15, SD = 2,21),
and 48,1% were female students. In terms of education level, 66,3% of the students
attended elementary school and 44,7% attended high school.
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of participants

Samobor | Jastrebarsko | Total (both cities)
N (%) 1697 (77,6) | 491 (22,4) 2,188
Education level, n (%)
Elementary school 962 (56,7) | 248 (50,5) 1210 (55,3)
High-school 735 (43,3) | 243 (49,5) 978 (44,7)
Grade, n (%)?
Fifth grade (elementary school) 202 (11,9) |59 (12,0) 261 (11,9)
Sixth grade (elementary school) 238 (14,0) | 67 (13,7) 305 (14,0)
Seventh grade (elementary school) | 298 (17,6) | 63 (12,9) 361 (16,5)
Eight grade (elementary school) 224 (13,2) | 58(11,8) 282 (12,9)
First grade (high-school) 213 (12,6) | 79 (16,1) 292 (13,4)
Second grade (high-school) 180 (10,6) |69 (14,1) 249 (11,4)
Third grade (high-school) 214 (12,6) |56 (11,4) 270 (12,4)
Fourth grade (high-school) 127 (7,5) | 39(8,0) 166 (7,6)
Gender, n (%)
Female 834 (49,1) |219 (44,6) 1053 (48,1)
Male 798 (47,0) | 256 (52,1) 1054 (48,2)
I don't want to declare 65 (3,8) 16 (3,3) 81 (3,7)
22 (0,001%) participants were missing grade information

3.2. Research process

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the (it will be added after peer re-
view). After approval was obtained, the head teachers of elementary and high schools
in the cities of Samobor and Jastrebarsko were contacted. For students under the age
of 14, written consent was obtained from their legal guardians/next of kin. According
to the Ethical Codex for Research with Children (Ajdukovi¢ and Kolesari¢ 2003),
students who are 14 years old can give their consent independently, so written consent
was not obtained from their legal guardians/next of kin. However, to ensure that par-
ents/guardians were aware of the research in which their children were participating,
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notices were sent to all parents/guardians, in cooperation with the school, informing
them about the project in which the research was conducted, as well as the purpose,
aim and method of conducting the research. In addition to parental consent, student
consent was obtained at the beginning of the questionnaire. The students were in-
formed about the aim of the study, the possibility of withdrawing from the study and
the anonymity of the data. The study was conducted online until January 2023 using
the Survey Monkey tool. The students completed the questionnaire independently in
their computer rooms or on their mobile phones in collaboration with the school staff
involved in the study. The students who agreed to take part in the study were given
access to an online questionnaire, which took around 45 minutes to complete.

3.3. Research instruments

A modified CTC Youth Survey (Mihic et al. 2010) was used for the study. This survey
assesses the risk/problem behaviour as well as the risk and protective factors for the
development of behavioural problems in children and youth. Based on the results, it
is possible to tailor prevention interventions to the needs of a specific community
(Mihi¢ et al. 2010). The CTC Youth Survey was previously used and validated in
Croatia (Mihi¢ et al. 2010; Mihi¢ et al. 2013). The authors of the validated question-
naire in Croatia gave their consent to use it in this study. The survey assesses 18 risk
and 9 protective factors, categorised into four areas: community, family, school, and
peers/individuals. For the purposes of this study, only the risk factors — academic fail-
ure (two items; e.g. Are your school grades better than the grades of most students in
your class?; 0=.94), low commitment to school (four items; e.g. Now, thinking back
over the past year in school, how often did you: Enjoy being in school?; a=.62), and
protective factors — opportunities for prosocial involvement (four items; e.g. In my
school, students have lots of chances to help decide things like class activities and
rules; 0=.62), recognition for prosocial involvement (three items; e.g. My teacher(s)
notices when I am doing a good job and let(s) me know about it; 0=.73) in the school
environment were considered. The survey also assesses the prevalence of risk be-
haviours among young people, such as delinquency, substance use, violence and gam-
bling. For this study, the data on peer violence was used.

- Peer violence (9 items; a=.78). Students were asked to read the items and in-
dicate on a 6-point scale (1 = never; 6 = every day) the extent to which they
experience peer violence. For this study, the item about witnessing peer vio-
lence was used (How many times this school year have you seen one of your
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classmates mistreat another student (e.g. physically assault them, making fun
of them, excluding them...)?

- Reactions to peer violence (one item: How did you behave when you saw peer
violence [e.g. physical attacks, mockery, exclusion...) at school?].

3.4. Data processing methods

The data was analysed using the predictive analysis software IBM SPSS (version
26,0). Descriptive statistics were used to determine sample characteristics, including
frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations. The following statistical
methods and analyses were used to achieve the objectives of this study: Mann-Whit-
ney U test with calculation of the difference effect and chi-square test. In addition to
the chi-square test, Cramer’s V was also used, which is a measure of the size of the
influence of the chi-square test (Pallant 2016).

4. RESEARCH RESULTS
4.1. Witnessing peer violence

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test shows that the dependent variable (witnessing peer
violence) deviates significantly from the normal or Gaussian curve (p<0.05). As it
deviates from the normal distribution, non-parametric statistical methods were used.
TheMann-Whitney test was carried out to determine whether there are differences
between elementary and high school students regarding witnessing peer violence at
school. The analysis of the results shows that there are statistically significant differ-
ences between elementary and high school students (p < 0,01) (Table 2). Compared
to high school students, a higher percentage of elementary school students stated that
they had witnessed peer violence. The effect size is small (r=-0,06). The data shows
that 15,2% of elementary and 11,6% of high school students witness peer violence
on a weekly basis. As the differences in educational level were confirmed, a further
analysis was carried out separately for elementary and high school students in relation
to gender. Results of the Mann-Whitney test show that there are no statistically sig-
nificant differences between male and female elementary school students regarding
witnessing peer violence at school (p > 0,05) and that there are statistically significant
differences between male and female students in high school (p < 0,01) (Table 2).
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Compared to male students, a higher percentage of high school female students re-
ported having witnessed peer violence. The effect size is small (r=-0,07).

Table 2. Results of Mann-Whitney test — differences in students’ statements about

witnessing peer violence depending on educational level and gender

%

WITNESSING

PEER N once

several | once a every
VIOLENCE EVer | ONCe | imes month | 2 day PR MWU P r
week
ELEMENTARY | 1206 | 38,6 | 17,5 | 24,5 42 69 |83 1128,02

EDUCATION | gCHooL

LEVEL 545692,000 | ,002 | 0,06
HIGH SCHOOL | 977 | 452 | 153 | 243 3,7 49 |67 | 104754

ELEMENTARY GENDER M 595 | 415 | 17,5 | 198 52 81 |79 |57265 163415000 | 202 |/
SCHOOL F 573 | 361 | 178 | 284 3,0 59 |87 | 59681 ’ :
M 456 [ 500 | 13,6 | 224 | 44 37 |59 | 447,05
HIGH SCHOOL . ’ ’ ’ > ’ ’
GENDER F 478 41,0 | 176 | 251 | 29 63 7.0 | 48701 | 02000:000 | .016 1 0.07

Legenda: PR = average rang; MWU = Mann-Whitneyjev U-test; p = significance, r = size effect

4.2. Students’ reaction to peer violence

A chi-square test was carried out to determine whether there are differences between
elementary and high school students in terms of their reaction to peer violence at
school. The results show that there are statistically significant differences between
elementary and high school students (32=36,568; p < 0,01) (Table 3). Compared to
high school students, a higher percentage of elementary school students reported ig-
noring peer violence as if it was none of their business,” joining the party”, but also
trying to do something to prevent peer violence. Cramer’s V is 0,17 and considering
the degree of freedom (df=3), it is a mean difference effect. As the differences in ed-
ucational level were confirmed in relation to students’ reactions to peer violence, fur-
ther procedures were carried out separately for elementary and high school stu-
dents.
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Table 3. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence
depending on educational level

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL
GENDER

STUDENTS' REACTION TO PEER GENDER
VIOLENCE MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE

n % n % n % n %
I ignored it as if it was none of my business | 114 | 60,3 | 75 39,7 | 110 65,1 59 349
I didn't do anything, I just watched 63 | 42,6 |85 | 574 |62 42,8 83 57,2
1 joined in the party 30 1968 |1 32 |11 84,6 2 15,4
I tried to do something to stop it 169 | 47,3 | 188 | 52,7 | 62 37,3 104 62,7
%2=38,506; df=3; p < 0,05; Cramer's V = 0,16 %2=35,272; df=3; p <0,01; Cramer's V = 0,18

The chi-square test carried out shows that there are statistically significant differ-
ences between the genders of elementary (¥2=38,506; p < 0,05) and high school stu-
dents (¥2=35,272; p < 0,01) regarding their reaction to peer violence (Table 4). For
both school types, the results show that male students are more likely to ignore peer
violence and join in for fun than female students. On the other hand, female students
are more likely to observe peer violence, but they are also more willing to take action
to stop peer violence. Cramer’s V is 0,16 elementary school students and 0,18 for
high school students. If the degree of freedom (df=3) is considered, the difference
effect is medium.

Table 4. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence
depending on gender

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL
GENDER

STUDENTS' REACTION TO PEER GENDER
VIOLENCE MALE | FEMALE MALE FEMALE

n % n % n % n %
I ignored it as if it was none of my business | 114 | 60,3 | 75 | 39,7 | 110 65,1 59 34,9
I didn't do anything, I just watched 63 | 42,6 |85 |574 |62 42,8 83 57,2
I joined in the party 30 96,8 |1 32 11 84,6 2 154
I tried to do something to stop it 169 | 47,3 | 188 | 52,7 | 62 373 104 62,7
%2=38,506; df=3; p < 0,05; Cramer's V = 0,16 %2=35,272; df=3; p < 0,01; Cramer's V = 0,18

4.3. Protective factors in the school environment

Two protective factors, opportunities for prosocial involvement and recognition for
prosocial involvement at school, were included in the analyses to determine whether
there are differences in students’ reactions to peer violence depending on perceived
protective factors in the school environment.
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The chi-square test carried out shows that there is a statistical difference in the re-
action to peer violence in relation to the assessment of opportunities for prosocial in-
volvement at school by elementary (2= 20, 309; df=3; p < 0,01) and high school
students (y2= 18, 131; df=3; p < 0,01) (Table 5). Overall, the results show that stu-
dents who perceive more opportunities for prosocial involvement at school are more
likely to try to act against peer violence. In contrast, those students who feel that they
have fewer opportunities for prosocial involvement at school are more likely to have
fun when they see peer violence. Elementary and high school students differ in who
observes or ignores violence when they see it. High school students who believe that
they have fewer opportunities for prosocial involvement at school tend to ignore vi-
olence as if it does not affect them and to observe violence. This result was not con-
firmed in the elementary school students. Analysing the results for the elementary
school students shows that Cramer’s V is 0,16 and 0,18 for the high school students.
These are mean difference effects considering the degree of freedom (df=3).

Table 5. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence in

relation to students’ perceptions of opportunities for prosocial involvement at

school
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL
OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROSOCIAL | OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROSOCIAL
STUDENTS' REACTION TO | INVOLVEMENT INVOLVEMENT
PEER VIOLENCE NO YES NO YES
n % n % n % n %
1 1gnor§d it as if it was none of 63 35.1 126 64.9 105 60,0 70 40,0
my business
[ didn't do anything, [ just | 5o 38,9 91 611 38 579 |64 421
watched
I joined in the party 22 66,7 11 333 12 92,3 1 7,7
I tried to do something to stop it | 108 29,6 257 70,4 76 439 97 56,1
%2=20, 309; df=3; p <0, 01; Cramer's V =0,16 ¥2=18,131; df=3; p <0, 01; Cramer's V= 0,18

Regarding the recognition of prosocial involvement at school, the analysis showed
that there are statistically significant differences in the reaction to peer violence de-
pending on how students perceive the presence of this protective factor at school (el-
ementary school students y2= 28, 981; df=3; p < 0,05 high school students y2= 23,
200; df=3; p < 0,05, Table 6). The results show that elementary and high school stu-
dents who experience more recognition for prosocial involvement at school are more
likely to try to stop peer violence while it is occurring. The perception of this protec-
tive factor in elementary school students does not differ in their passive reaction to
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peer violence. However, high school students who experience more recognition for
prosocial involvement at school tend to react passively (ignoring) or negatively ac-
tively to peer violence (involvement in violence).Cramer’s V is 0,19 for elementary
school students and 0,21 for high school students, representing medium difference
effects (df=3).

Table 6. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence

depending on students’ perceptions of recognition for prosocial involvement at

school
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL
RECOGNITION FOR PROSOCIAL | RECOGNITION FOR PROSOCIAL
STUDENTS' REACTION TO | INVOLVEMENT INVOLVEMENT
PEER VIOLENCE NO YES NO YES
n % n % n % n %
I ignored it as if it was none of
. 63 32,5 131 67,5 89 | 50,9 86 49,1
my business
I didn't do anything, I just | .5 | 43 78 517 08 | 64,1 55 359
watched
I joined in the party 19 57,6 14 42,4 12 | 85,7 2 14,3
I tried to do something to stop it | 99 274 262 72,6 72 | 41,4 102 58,6
%2=29, 981; df=3; p < 0,05; Cramer's V = 0,19 %2=23, 200; df=3; p < 0,05; Cramer's V = 0,21

4.4. Risk factors in school environment

The analyses included two factors, academic failure and low commitment to school, to
determine whether there are differences in students’ reactions to peer violence de-
pending on risk factors in the school environment.

Analysing the results for elementary school students shows that there are statisti-
cally significant differences in the reaction to peer violence regarding their experience
of academic failure (y2= 18, 748; df=3; p < 0,05) (Table 7). The results show that
students who report having experienced academic failure are more likely to report
having fun when they see peer violence. In other words, not having experienced aca-
demic failure supports students in actively trying to prevent peer violence. Cramer’s
V is 0,19, which is a medium difference effect given the degree of freedom (df=3).

There were no statistically significant differences in the reaction to peer violence
among high school students rating whether or not they experience academic failure
(x2=1, 223; df=3; p > 0,05) (Table 7).
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Table 7. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence
depending on students’ perception to academic failure

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL
ACADEMIC FAILURE
STUDENTS' REACTION TO ACADEMIC FAILURE
PEER VIOLENCE NO YES NO YES
n % n % n % n %

I ignored it as if it was none of

. 118 60,8 76 {39,297 55,7 77 443
my business
Ididn't do anything, I just 97 638 |55 | 36276 50,0 76 50,0
watched
I joined in the party 9 273 24 | 72,7 | 8 57,1 6 42,9
I tried to do something to stop it | 239 65,1 128 | 34,9 | 94 54,3 79 45,7
¥2=18, 748; df=3; p <0, 05; Cramer's V = 0,19 x2=1, 233; df=3; p > 0, 05; Cramer's V = 0,04

Concerning the risk factor of low commitment to school, the results showed that
there are no statistically significant differences in the reaction to peer violence be-
tween students who rate a high or low level of commitment to the school environment
(elementary school students ¥2= 3, 131; df=3; p > 0,05, high school students y2= 5,
333; df=3; p > 0,05, Table 8).

Table 8. Results of chi-square test — differences in students’ reaction to peer violence
depending on students’ perception of low commitment to school

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL

LOW COMMITMENT TO
STUDENTS' REACTION TO SCHOOL LOW COMMITMENT TO SCHOOL
PEER VIOLENCE NO YES NO YES

n % n % n % n %
1 1gnored it as if it was none of my 13 68.5 5 315 119 758 38 242
business
1 didn't do anything, I just watched 102 76,1 32 23,9 105 77,8 30 22,2
1 joined in the party 14 63,6 8 36,4 5 62,5 3 37,5
I tried to do something to stop it 243 73,2 89 26,8 109 67,3 53 32,7
¥%2=3, 131; df=3; p > 0, 05; Cramer's V = 0,06 ¥%2=5, 333; df=3; p > 0, 05; Cramer's V = 0,10

5. DISCUSSION

The first aim of this study was to determine whether there are differences in the wit-
nessing of peer violence depending on the educational level and gender of the stu-
dents. The result of the study showed that a higher percentage of elementary school
students reported witnessing peer violence than high school students. The prevalence
of peer violence is worrying, and the biggest problems occur in elementary school.
Despite that fact, elementary school children at this age are beginning to develop the
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ability to distinguish between intentional and unintentional harm (Buljan Flander et
al. 2007). When children in elementary school begin to understand and recognise the
difference between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, they are more likely to
report that they have witnessed some form of peer violence because they know how
to recognise it. Studies that have found age differences in peer violence have shown
that it occurs most frequently in children of higher elementary school age and in the
lower grades of high school (Susac et al. 2016; Velki and Kuterovac Jagodi¢ 2014).
From the above, it can be concluded that the relationship between peer violence and
age follows an inverted U-curve (Olweus 1998; Velki and Kuterovac Jagodi¢ 2014).
Regarding the differences between male and female students in terms of witnessing
peer violence at school, this study found that there are no gender differences among
elementary school students, but there are among high school students. Female high
school students state that they have witnessed violence from their peers to a greater
extent. This can be explained by the fact that girls become more aware of discrimi-
natory gender norms that characterise the dominance of men and the subordination
of women, and in almost every culture, these norms can manifest themselves in the
form of violence (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
2017). When girls are more aware of various forms of peer violence, they are more
likely than boys to report witnessing peer violence.

Regarding the response to peer violence, elementary school students were more
likely than secondary school students to ignore peer violence as if it were none of
their business, to amuse themselves, but also to try to do something to prevent peer
violence. The data obtained is partly consistent with previous studies. For example,
the study by Trach et al. (2010) shows that witnesses in early adolescence are more
likely to engage in unhelpful behaviours, such as walking away from peer victimisa-
tion, but also less likely to engage in helpful behaviours (e.g. telling the bully to stop
or comforting a victim). Research by Kodzopelji¢ et al. (2010) has also shown that
high school students are more likely to respond to violence in a way that protects the
victim compared to elementary school students. However, the study results are in
contrast to the results of this study. A possible explanation for this result could be the
way the school responds to peer violence and the students’ experiences with the peer
violence reporting process. There is still a high level of tolerance towards violence
in society and peer violence is often not responded to with the necessary seriousness.
If high school students feel that the school minimizes the problem of peer violence
(not responding appropriately), they may decide to take less action against it, i.e. their
tolerance of peer violence may be greater. The data that high school students react
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less in the way of “joining in” is not surprising, as research consistently shows that
the prevalence of peer violence decreases with higher developmental age (e.g.
Gonzalez-Cabrera et al. 2022; Susac et al. 2016; Velki and Kuterovac Jagodi¢ 2014).
This is also confirmed in this study, i.e. high school students report that they witness
peer violence more rarely than elementary school students. In addition, better self-
control and moral development develop at an older age, which studies associates with
less risky behaviours in young people, including violence (e.g. Arsenio and Lemerise
2004; Pauwels et al.2018; Vazsonyi et al. 2017).

In terms of gender differences in students’ response to peer violence, it was found
among elementary and high school students that boys tend to ignore peer violence as
if it were none of their business and that they often “join in the party”. Girls’ response
action to peer violence, on the other hand, is usually to do nothing and just observe,
but also to take certain actions to stop it. The results regarding girls’ reactions to vi-
olence are contradictory. Other studies show that girls are more inclined to respond
actively to peer violence, which is also confirmed by other studies (e.g. Felix and
Green 2010; Gini et al. 2008;Rigby 2008;Stubbs-Richardson et al. 2018) and it can
be explained by the fact that women generally have better adaptive skills and are bet-
ter problem solvers than men, as they focus more on building and maintaining rela-
tionships (Guzman et al. 2020). Furthermore, Gini et al. (2008) found that the most
important predictors of active defensive behaviour were social self-efficacy and em-
pathy, both of which were associated with the female gender. The finding that girls
are more likely than boys to do nothing and just watch when it comes to peer violence
should definitely be investigated in more detail in future studies.

Regarding the research question of whether there are differences in students’ re-
sponses to peer violence depending on how they assess the risk and protective factors
in the school environment, interesting data was obtained.

Regarding protective factors in the school environment, it was found that students
who perceive more opportunities for prosocial involvement at school are more likely
to try to do something about peer violence and that students who perceive fewer op-
portunities for prosocial involvement at school are more likely to have fun when they
see peer violence. In terms of school type, high school students who believe they
have fewer opportunities for prosocial involvement at school tend to ignore violence
as if it does not affect them and to observe violence. Similar results were obtained
about recognition for prosocial involvement at school. When looking at the entire
sample, it was found that students who had more experience of having their prosocial
involvement recognised at school were more likely to try to stop peer violence while
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it was happening. This study also shows that high school students who experience
more recognition for their prosocial involvement at school are more likely to react
passively (ignoring) or negatively actively to peer violence (participating in violence).
This is an unexpected result and needs to be investigated further in future studies.
Nevertheless, it can be concluded from these results that it is worth investing in
strengthening protective factors in schools, in opportunities for prosocial involvement,
and also in the recognition of students’ prosocial behaviour. Numerous studies have
found that prosocial behaviour acts as a protective factor for engaging in aggressive
forms of behaviour, loneliness, and victimization by peers (Feritas et al. 2021; Griese
and Buhs 2013; Jung and Schroder-Abé 2019; Belosevic et al. 2021). When examining
risk factors, it was found that elementary school students who had not experienced
academic failure were more likely to actively react to stop peer violence, while high
school students did not differ in their reaction to peer violence, regardless of whether
they had experienced academic failure or not. It is important to emphasise that pre-
vious studies have found that academic failure is a risk factor for peer violence (Her-
renkohl et al. 2000; Savage et al. 2017; Strem et al. 2013), and Vidourek and Kinga
(2019) concluded in their study that students who receive lower grades are signifi-
cantly more likely to report being victimised by peers than students who receive
higher grades. Interestingly, high or low levels of commitment to the school were not
found to be significant for students’ reactions to peer violence, regardless of whether
they were elementary or high school students. The study conducted by Mihic¢ et al.
(2022) on a sample of high school students showed that school commitment was sig-
nificantly negatively associated with gambling, substance use, and violence in both
males and females.

The finding that, in this sample, the level of school commitment has no influence
on the students’ reactions to peer violence should be investigated further. One of the
possible explanations could be that other factors such as the school climate or the
level of tolerance of peer violence at school have a greater influence on students’ re-
actions to peer violence and thus “neutralise” the influence of school commitment
influence on students’ behaviour.

Comprehensive studies on risk and protective factors and their relationship to risk
behaviour in children and youth are valuable, as it is emphasised that all prevention
efforts should eliminate or reduce the risk factors and strengthen the protective factors
to which children and adolescents are exposed (WHO 2015).
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6. LIMITATIONS

This study has certain limitations. The first limitation is that the students’ self-assess-
ment was used as the only source of information for measurement. Not all students
are willing to report their experiences, even in confidential and anonymous research
studies. Furthermore, data derived from individuals’ memories of the past are inher-
ently unreliable as they tend to misrepresent or distort facts from a previous period
(Hinduja and Patchin 2017). This study attempted to avoid this danger by asking stu-
dents to report only on their experiences during the current school year. Secondly,
conducting the survey online has certain limitations (reduction in the number of par-
ticipants, whether they have understood all the instructions and information well,
handling of the online tool, internet connection failure...). In this research, efforts
were made to avoid the above risks by conducting the research under the guidance
of school staff who gave clear instructions to the participants at the research’s begin-
ning and ensured the data’s confidentiality. Efforts were also made to minimise these
limitations by organising the time for completing the survey at the class level at the
same time. Students could only access the questionnaire once, but they could return
to the previous question at any time during the completion of the survey and change
the answer previously given. Thirdly, the study was conducted in two small towns,
so the results cannot be generalised to the entire student population. Future studies
should include a representative sample at the state level so that the conclusions can
be generalised to the population of primary and high school students. It is also nec-
essary to mention the limitations associated with the research instrument used. The
CTC Youth Survey only analyses 4 factors from the school environment. In future
studies, it would certainly be worthwhile to analyse other important elements of the
school environment, such as school climate, the application of school policies and
preventive interventions.

7. CONCLUSION

From the perspective of ecological systems theory, the environment in which children
and youth grow up has a major influence on socialisation processes and developmen-
tal outcomes. It influences the formation of attitudes and determines behavioural
norms. As an important socialisation factor, school should be a place where children
and youth can safely learn and experience prosocial norms, where they learn to cope
with differences, build and maintain relationships with their peers and deal with peer
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pressure. It should be a safe environment for academic, but also social-emotional
learning. Unfortunately, for many children and youth, the experience of schooling
isn’t pleasant or even safe. The data shows that quite a large proportion of students
experienced peer violence, and even more of them witnessed peer violence. Both ex-
periences can have serious consequences for further children and youth developmen-
tal paths. The data that speaks of a large percentage of students passively reacting to
peer violence (ignoring it) should also be a cause for concern. The question arises as
to whether we live in a society that has normalised aggressive behaviour and whether
this normalisation is being transferred to the school environment. In this context, it
would be important to further investigate the question of why children and young
people do not actively respond to peer violence. Is it because of their previous expe-
rience that the school or important adult in their life does not respond in a timely and
appropriate manner to instances of peer violence, or is it because they see violence
as an accepted form of behaviour in the society in which they live?

The responsibility for creating a safe school environment lies with adults, as they
have a duty to protect and socialise children and young people throughout their de-
velopment. The way in which adults create the environment in which children and
young people have their first life experiences and in which they begin to learn and
shape their behaviour will largely determine their developmental trajectory. Under-
standing the factors in the school environment that promote or prevent peer violence
is important for planning effective prevention strategies. These strategies must address
both children and youth and the adults who create the environment with which chil-
dren and youth constantly interact. Whether it is social-emotional skills learning pro-
grammes for children and youth, school policies or creating a positive school climate
as a prevention strategy, it is important that any interventions implemented are effec-
tive and evidence-based. This paper has shown how known risk and protective factors
in the school environment contribute to students’ reaction to peer violence and can
therefore guide the development of prevention strategies for schools. As peer violence
is a complex problem and society is changing, further research is needed to respond
comprehensively and effectively to this problem.
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REAKCIJE UCENIKA NA VRSNJACKO NASILJE U
ODNOSU NA NJIHOVU PERCEPCIJU RIZICNIH I
ZASTITNIH CIMBENIKA U SKOLSKOM OKRUZENJU

Sazetak:

Globalni podaci pokazuju da je vr$njacko nasilje raSiren problem te da su njegove posljedice znacajne
za buduci razvoj djece i mladih. Cilj ovog istrazivanja je utvrditi: (1) postoje li razlike u svjedocenju
vr$njackog nasilja ovisno o razini obrazovanja i spolu ucenika, (2) postoje li razlike u reakcijama uc¢enika
na vr$njacko nasilje ovisno o razini obrazovanja, spolu i percepciji rizi¢nih i zastitnih ¢imbenika u
Skolskom okruzenju. Uzorak se sastojao od 2,188 ucenika (u dobi od 10 do 19 godina; 48,1% ucenica)
na podrucju gradova Jastrebarskog i Samobora, Sto odgovara 59,1% ukupne populacije ucenika na tom
podrucju. Koristena je modificirana verzija CTC upitnika za mlade. Za postizanje ciljeva ovog
istrazivanja koristene su sljedece statisticke metode i analize: deskriptivna statistika, Mann-Whitneyjev
U test, Hi-kvadrat test i Cramerov V. Rezultati istrazivanja pokazali su da veéi postotak osnovnoskolaca
navodi da su svjedogili vrinjatkom nasilju od srednjoskolaca. Sto se tice reakcije na vrinjatko nasilje,
osnovnoskolci su ¢es¢e nego srednjoskolci ignorirali vr$njacko nasilje kao da ih se ne tice, ili su se
Lprikljucili zabavi, ali i ¢es¢e pokusali uciniti nesto da zaustave vrsnjacko nasilje. U odnosu na spolne
razlike u reakcijama ucenika na vr$njacko nasilje, kod uc¢enika osnovnih i srednjih $kola utvrdeno je da
su djecaci skloniji ignorirati vr$njacko nasilje kao da ih se ne tice te ,,prikljuciti se zabavi“. Nadalje,
utvrdeno je da ¢e osnovnoskolci i srednjoskolci koji u $koli vide vise mogucnosti i priznanja za
prosocijalnu ukljucenost vjerojatnije nesto poduzeti kada svjedoce vr$njackom nasilju. S druge strane,
pokazalo se da ¢e osnovnoskolci koji nisu dozivjeli Skolski neuspjeh aktivnije reagirati na zaustavljanje
vr$njackog nasilja, dok se srednjoskolci ne razlikuju u reakcijama na vrsnjacko nasilje, bez obzira jesu
li dozivjeli ili ne akademski neuspjeh. Rezultati ovog istrazivanja mogli bi biti temelj za planiranje
preventivnih intervencija utemeljenih na dokazima za promicanje pozitivnog razvoja i/ili prevenciju

vr$njackog nasilja kod djece i mladih.
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