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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

A Systematic Review of Bullying and Victimization
Among Adolescents in India

Niharika Thakkar1 & Mitch van Geel1 & Paul Vedder1

# The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
This study provides a systematic review of literature from India on traditional bullying and victimization among school-going
adolescents. A search of bibliographic electronic databases PsycINFO, MEDLINE, ERIC, Web of Science, and PubMed was
performed in May 2020. Thirty-seven studies were included in the review. For each study included, the following specifics were
examined: (a) methodological characteristics, (b) prevalence estimates of bullying behavior, (c) forms of bullying, (d) risk factors,
and (e) consequences of bullying. It was found that bullying happens in India, and some risk factors for bullying and victimization
in India are typical to the Indian context. In addition, bullying in India is associated with adverse consequences for both the
aggressor and the victim. Many studies on bullying from India should be interpreted cautiously because of problems with data
collection processes, instrumentation, and presentation of the findings. Cross-cultural comparisons for prevalence estimates, and
longitudinal studies to examine the direction of possible influence between bullying and its correlates need to be conducted, to
cater to the large adolescent population of India.
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Bullying is an intentional and repetitive act of physical or
psychological aggression, where the aggressor is more pow-
erful than the victim (Olweus 1993). Meta-analytic studies
have confirmed the marked prevalence of and risk factors
associatedwith bullying perpetration and victimization among
children and adolescents in school (Modecki et al. 2014). In a
recent survey conducted in 79 countries with over 300,000
participants, 30% of the adolescent respondents reported that
they had been victims of bullying in the past 30 days (Elgar
et al. 2015). In India, research on bullying is scarce, certainly
in proportion to its population size, as well as socio-cultural
diversity (Milfont and Fischer 2010; Smith et al. 2018). The
vast adolescent population provides ample opportunity and
resources to further our understanding in the field of bullying.
The disparities seen in India in terms of socio-cultural factors
such as SES, religion, caste, gender, and color, which have
been recognized as typical to the Indian context (Panda and
Gupta 2004), may aid in breeding an imbalance of power, an

underlying element of bullying (Olweus 1993). Moreover,
given the diverse socio-cultural context of India, and its struc-
tural incongruence with western cultures (Charak and Koot
2015), literature from western countries may not be general-
izable to the Indian population, thus requiring scientific atten-
tion to examine the role of these factors specifically in India
(Smith et al. 2018).

Through the current review, we aim to provide researchers
a notion of challenges that need to be addressed in future
studies on bullying and victimization in India. Systematic re-
views are of importance, because they closely follow a scien-
tific and step-by-step approach, with an aim of limiting sys-
tematic errors or bias, and particularly seek to identify, evalu-
ate, and synthesize all relevant studies to elucidate knowledge
and advanced understanding of the topic at hand (Petticrew
and Roberts 2008). The present systematic review focuses on
traditional bullying and victimization among adolescents in
schools in India, highlighting the following specifics: (a)
methodological characteristics of included studies, (b) preva-
lence estimates of bullying behavior, (c) forms of bullying, (d)
risk factors, and (e) consequences of bullying. Specifically,
we examine the psychometric properties of the instruments
adopted in the included studies from India, as well as meth-
odological characteristics including design and data
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collection, sample size and sampling procedures of the includ-
ed studies, and characteristics of bullying behavior distinctive
to the Indian context.

Method

Guidelines provided by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) for
conducting systematic reviews were followed in the present
study. A systematic search of bibliographic electronic data-
bases PsycINFO, MEDLINE, ERIC, Web of Science, and
PubMed was performed in May 2020. The following terms
formed the basis of the search strategy: “bullying” OR “peer
victim*” OR “bullied” OR “bully” OR “school harassment*”
OR “ragging” OR “school violence*” AND “India” OR
“Indian” OR “Hindi”. No date limit was set for the search.
Our search was not limited to published articles; book chap-
ters, dissertations, unpublished articles, and posters were also
eligible. A flow diagram of the search results is provided in
Fig. 1. Only studies that focused on bullying by peers and the
resulting victimization at school were included. Articles on
online bullying or cyberbullying were excluded. There were
too few studies on cyberbullying in India to provide a mean-
ingful analysis, especially when such an analysis should also
deal with recent concerns about cyberbullying studies (e.g.,

Wolke et al. 2017). Non-empirical studies that did not include
quantifiable data (for instance, book reviews) were excluded
as we focus on only empirical research in the current review.
Six studies used interviews to gather data; for instance,
Kshirsagar et al. (2007) used Olweus’s (1996) pre-tested
semi-structure interview to collect data on bullying and vic-
timization in their study. The answers to these interviews were
quantified and used in statistical analyses, and therefore, we
included the articles in the current review. Studies on Indian
children who live outside of India were excluded. Because we
focused on adolescents in school, the age of students in in-
cluded studies should range between 10 and 19 years. For
studies on students whose ages only partly overlapped with
this intended range, we applied the rule that the average age
should fall within the intended range and the lowest and
highest age should be within 2 years of the intended age limits.
Two studies did not provide a definitive age range of the
participants included in their study (Patel et al. 2017;
Schäfer et al. 2018); however, the studies indicate that the
participants were from grade 8 to 10 (who are typically 12 to
15 years old), thereby qualifying for inclusion in the present
review. Three studies did not provide the mean age of the
participants in their study though they specify the age range
of the participants (Kshirsagar et al. 2007; Malik and Mehta
2016; Ramya and Kulkarni 2011), and because the lower limit
or higher limit of the provided age range in these three study
fell within 2 years of 11–19 years old, we have included them
in the present review. Eventually, 37 studies were included in
the final review.

Results

Methodological Characteristics of Included Studies

Design and Data Collection

Of the 37 studies that were included, two were longitudinal
studies (Nguyen et al. 2017; Thakkar et al. 2020), two were
experimental studies with pre- and post-test intervention de-
signs (Sharma et al. 2020; Shinde et al. 2018, 2020), whereas
the others were cross-sectional studies. Seven of the 37 studies
used peer-reports, 21 studies used self-reports, two studies
used both self- and peer-reports (Chakrabartty and Gupta
2016; Thakkar et al. 2020), whereas six studies used struc-
tured or semi-structured interviews and open-ended questions
to collect data on bullying and victimization (Kshirsagar et al.
2007; Malhi et al. 2014, 2015; Malik and Mehta 2016; Munni
and Malhi 2006; Ramya and Kulkarni 2011). One study used
a photo-story method (Skrzypiec et al. 2015), where partici-
pants were invited to use a photograph or picture to illustrate
their opinions or experiences of bullying.

Records identified through 

database searching

(n = 806)

Additional records identified 

through other sources

(n = 0)

Records after duplicates removed

(n = 627)

Records screened

(n = 627)

Records excluded 

(n = 320)

Full-text articles assessed 

for eligibility

(n = 66)

Full-text articles excluded

(n = 29)

Studies included 

(n = 37)

Fig. 1 Search results for the systematic review
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Psychometric Properties

Psychometric properties of the scales or interviewing ap-
proaches used in the studies have been reported in 22 of
the 37 studies. Four studies reported the reliability and
validity of the original scale (Malik and Mehta 2016;
Menon and Hannah-Fisher 2019; Patel et al. 2017;
Samanta et al. 2012), but did not report psychometric
properties based on the Indian sample, while five studies
reported neither the psychometric properties of the orig-
inal scale nor its generalizability to the Indian sample
(Kshirsagar et al. 2007; Maji et al. 2016; Sarkhel et al.
2006; Sharma et al. 2017; Sethi et al. 2019). Two studies
used a scale developed by the authors of the study; how-
ever, psychometric properties were not reported (Kelly
et al. 2016; Prakash et al. 2017). Four studies did not
provide a clear description of the method of data collec-
tion, and the validity of the approach was not defined
(Malhi et al. 2014, 2015; Munni and Malhi 2006;
Ramya and Kulkarni 2011). Seven studies specified that
the instrument used to assess bullying behavior was an
English language questionnaire, while 10 studies used
either existing translations or translations created by the
authors of the study, of English scales into Indian re-
gional languages. Two studies used English instruments
and orally explained the translation in Punjabi (Lee et al.
2018) or translated the difficult words to Hindi (Malik
and Mehta 2016), and one study used English and Hindi
language translations of the scales (Thakkar et al. 2020).

Sampling

Of the 37 studies, 25 studies used a convenience or purposive
sampling approach to recruit participants. One study used a
proportionate random sampling approach to recruit partici-
pants (Kelly et al. 2016); one study used a two-stage cluster
sampling approach (Swain et al. 2014); one used a multi-stage
sampling design (Chakrabartty and Gupta 2016); six studies
reported using a random sampling method for selecting either
schools or participants (Kshirsagar et al. 2007; Maji et al.
2016; Malik and Mehta 2016; Nguyen et al. 2017; Ramya
and Kulkarni 2011; Sarkhel et al. 2006), but only one of them
reported how the school sample was randomized (by draw of
lots; Sethi et al. 2019). Two studies used a randomized control
design to allocate participants to experimental or control
groups, where Prakash et al. (2017) used a cluster randomized
control design, and the intervention study by Shinde et al.
(2018) used randomized and masked groups for each of three
study groups. One study used a quasi-experimental design,
where of the two participating schools, one was randomly
assigned to the intervention group, and the other was assigned
to the control group (Sharma et al. 2020). Of the 37 studies
included in the review, 17 studies had a sample size of less

than 300 participants, nine studies had a sample size of be-
tween 300 and 500 participants, whereas 11 studies had a
sample size larger than 500 participants.

The articles widely differed in their statistical reporting
practices, and therefore, the amount of statistical information
provided in the below sections and Table 1 varies per reported
study. Time frames of bullying and victimization prevalence
estimates are reported in the below sections if they were spec-
ified in the included studies. Percentages are rounded off with-
out decimals.

Prevalence Studies

Eight studies focused on the prevalence of bullying in India,
while 14 others provided descriptive statistics or percentages
for sample participants that qualified as bullies or victims in
their study. Of these, five studies provided the participants
with a definition of bullying for peer nomination estimates
of bullying and victimization in their research (Goossens
et al. 2018; Khatri 1996; Lee et al. 2018; Skrzypiec et al.
2018a; Thakkar et al. 2020). Studies from the same city or
region in India were scarce, and reports inconsistent. We
found that bullying perpetration estimates ranged from 7%
(Thakkar et al. 2020) to 31% (Kshirsagar et al. 2007), and
bullying victimization ranged from 9% (Thakkar et al. 2020)
to 80% (Maji et al. 2016), across studies. For instance, Maji
et al. (2016) found that only 38 of 273 adolescents were not
bullied, resulting in a dominant 80% students qualifying as
victims of bullying. Next to region differences in prevalence,
estimates may be related to the reporter used. Kshirsagar et al.
(2007) found higher prevalence rates for bullying for self-
reports than for parent or guardian interviews, whereas
Thakkar et al. (2020) found higher prevalence estimates for
bullying and victimization for peer reports than for self-re-
ports. Findings as regards prevalence and other findings or
aspects reviewed of each study are reported in Table 1.

Forms of Bullying

It was observed that name-calling or using bad words
were common forms of bullying observed among adoles-
cents next to physical bullying. For instance, Kshirsagar
et al. (2007) reported that the most common types of
bullying were teasing and giving discriminatory or
offensive labels and nick names to others. Similarly,
Malhi et al. (2014) reported that 16% of their sample
were victims of direct bullying or physical bullying and
34% were victims of name-calling. Skrzypiec et al.
(2015) showed that caste-based bullying was reported
by students and that for females, sexual harassment or
“eve-teasing” was a common occurrence.
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Risk Factors for Bullying and Victimization

Thirteen studies from India focus on the risk factors and cor-
relates of bullying and victimization. Risk factors refer to var-
iables that have the potential to increase or decrease the like-
lihood of bullying behaviors occurring (Olweus 1996), where-
as correlates of bullying behaviors focus on factors that are
significantly associated with, and co-occur with, bullying be-
haviors. Risk factors for bullying and victimization identified
through the review were body weight (Patel et al. 2017), reli-
gion (Thakkar et al. 2020), and age (Malhi et al. 2015; Ramya
and Kulkarni 2011), and factors that were found to be signif-
icantly correlated to bullying behaviors were personality traits
(neuroticism; Donat et al. 2012), academic performance (Patel
et al. 2017), urban/rural setting (Nguyen et al. 2017; Samanta
et al. 2012), and father’s education level (Sethi et al. 2019).
Factors that were found to be risks or correlates of bullying
behavior in various studies included in the review were caste-
system of India (Kelly et al. 2016; Sethi et al. 2019; Thakkar
et al. 2020), socio-economic status (Malhi et al. 2015; Sethi
et al. 2019), and gender differences.

Studies focusing on the caste system of India reported con-
tradictory findings ranging from “General” caste students
experiencing lower harassment (Kelly et al. 2016),
“General” caste students experiencing more victimization
(Thakkar et al. 2020), to no differences between castes
(Khatri 1996). As regards the role of religion, Thakkar et al.
(2020) reported that non-Hindu children were significantly
more likely to classify as victims than Hindu children. For
SES, Malhi et al. (2015) found a significant relationship be-
tween SES and victimization, with low SES students scoring
higher on physical victimization, whereas high SES students
scored higher on relational victimization. For gender compar-
ison, although not fully consistent, most studies within India
reported that boys scored higher than girls on bullying perpe-
tration and bullying victimization (Narayanan and Betts 2014;
Nguyen et al. 2017; Patel et al. 2017; Pronk et al. 2017;
Ramya and Kulkarni 2011; Sethi et al. 2019; Sharma et al.
2017; Swain et al. 2014). Age was also found to have some,
though inconsistent, relationship with bullying behavior in
school (Malhi et al. 2015; Patel et al. 2017; Ramya and
Kulkarni 2011).

Consequences of Bullying

Being bullied was found to be associated with anxiety, depres-
sion, and preferring to stay alone (Kshirsagar et al. 2007).
Also, bullied children were more likely to report symptoms
such as school phobia, vomiting, catastrophizing, self-blam-
ing, and sleep disturbances (Kshirsagar et al. 2007; Maji et al.
2016). Bully-victims had higher risk of conduct problems,
hyperactivity, and academic difficulties, and while bullies
were found to be better at academics, they had high self-

esteem, and higher risk of hyperactivity and conduct problems
(Malhi et al. 2014; Sarkhel et al. 2006).

Discussion

Based on the syntheses of studies included in our review, we
draw the following conclusions: (a) limitations in methodo-
logical characteristics of studies were identified with regard to
sampling, instrumentation, data collection processes, and pre-
sentation of findings, and thus, conclusions from the included
studies must be considered cautiously; (b) bullying happens in
India, as it does internationally, though the range of preva-
lence estimates varies widely across studies; (c) name-calling,
using bad words and other forms of relational and social bul-
lying are common in India, and physical bullying is also prev-
alent; (d) risk factors for bullying and victimization in India
show some factors that are typical to the Indian context, for
example, caste; and (e) bullying is associated with adverse
consequences for both, the aggressor and the victim, in India.

The current review notes that bullying is widely spread in
India. However, available prevalence estimates vary largely
across India, for bullying perpetration and for victimization.
India is a geographically vast country, with enormous differ-
ences in regional socio-demographics (Charak and Koot
2015), thereby constraining prevalence estimates to stratified
regions. Scholars have noted that homogeneity within culture
in India, like in many other countries, cannot be assumed
(Panda and Gupta 2004). Thus, generalizing regional preva-
lence estimates to be representative across India is question-
able, calling attention to the need to conduct cross-regional
and cross-cultural comparative studies of bullying behavior
within the country.

Furthermore, the type of instruments and their psychomet-
ric properties impact the findings of a study (Milfont and
Fischer 2010), thereby not only making prevalence estimates
from studies in the present review questionable but also
warranting caution to conclusions. Also, conclusions about
similarities or differences between the Indian and Western
contexts require that metric invariance first be established to
allow cross-ethnic and cross-cultural comparisons (Milfont
and Fischer 2010). Of the 37 studies included in the present
review, 22 studies provided descriptions of the psychometric
properties of the instruments used, while 15 studies did not
report the properties of instruments in their study raising con-
cerns about comparability across studies in terms of instru-
ments used. Furthermore, most studies on bullying in India
adopted a quantitative method of data collection, where only 6
out of the included 37 in the present review used a qualitative
approach to collect data for their research. The concerns about
validity are increased by the over reliance on self-reports; we
found that only 7 of the 37 studies used peer-reports, and 2
studies used self- as well as informant reports. In self-rating
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procedures, pupils tend to underestimate their aggressive be-
havior and emphasize prosocial behavior on account of social
desirability (Salmivalli et al. 1996). There is an urgent need to
validate and standardize instruments, with special attention to
peer reports that assess bullying behaviors and establish their
generalizability to Indian samples, to attain unbiased reports
of bullying behavior in India (Sousa and Rojjanasrirat 2011).

Furthermore, only few studies included a sample that is
sizable enough to provide firm, stable conclusions (Naing
et al. 2006), and thus, the basis for the generalizability of the
reports on the prevalence is very narrow. Ioannidis (2005)
asserted that the smaller the sample sizes in a study, the small-
er the power of the study, and consequently the higher the
likelihood of the research findings to be affected by bias.
Thus, we emphasize the need to conduct more studies across
India, with proportional sample sizes for objective, less biased
conclusions regarding bullying behavior. Also, the purposive
selection of participants in 25 of the 37 included studies poses
a potential threat to the validity of findings. In future studies,
random sampling approaches should be used to study bullying
in India.

Furthermore, we observe that there are only two longitudi-
nal studies from India (Nguyen et al. 2019; Thakkar et al.
2020). Longitudinal studies help disentangle antecedents and
consequents, to estimate the inter-individual variability in
intra-individual (or within-person) patterns of change
(Curran et al. 2010), allowing investigations of the sequence
of occurrence of bullying with its risks and outcomes.
Additionally, several studies in the present review report the
adverse effects of bullying; however, the magnitude of these
effects remains unclear. Only two of the 37 included studies
were experimental studies with pre- and post-test intervention
designs (Sharma et al. 2020; Shinde et al. 2018, 2020), which
also underlines the urgent need to conduct fundamental indig-
enous research on the topic of bullying behaviors so that fu-
ture research focusing on effective and tailor-cut interventions
can be modeled for the Indian context. Also, given that most
studies included were cross-sectional, cause and effect reason-
ing for bullying behavior remains elusive in India, and war-
rants further attention.

Lastly, we emphasize that risk factors of bullying need to
be studied in light of the Indian culture to understand its mean-
ing and relevance in the culture (Smith et al. 2018). In western
literature as well, several recent studies have indicated a grow-
ing need to study bullying in relation to its broader socio-
cultural context (Graham 2016). This is imperative in the
Indian context given the contextual-development perspective
(Chen and French 2008), which suggests that in collectivistic
countries like India, context is more likely to affect evalua-
tions of socially acceptable behavior and experiences, rather
than individual attributes. Given the diversity and population
density of India, considerable disparities and inequalities co-
exist between cultures and also within the sub-groups of

particular cultures (Panda and Gupta 2004). For instance, fac-
tors such as caste, dissimilarities between urban and rural
youth, and the range of SES as observed in India can help in
better, more deeply understanding bullying.

Conclusions and Implications for Future
Research

This review contributes valuable findings in the field of bul-
lying and victimization in India. However, it has been noted
that conducting research in India comes with its own set of
logistical and contextual challenges (Smith et al. 2018), and
thus, the conclusions drawn through the review must be con-
sidered with due caution given methodological limitations of
the included studies. The quality of research conducted in
India has scope of improvement in terms of methodological
rigor, data collection processes, instrumentation, and presen-
tation of the findings.

The present study is limited in capacity as it does not in-
clude a report on cyberbullying, and thus, future research on
the topic of cyberbullying is necessitated within the Indian
context. Furthermore, terms such as “aggression” and “dis-
crimination” were not used as search terms in the current
study. However, bullying is a form of aggression, and discrim-
ination could be, in some cases, strongly tied to bullying
(Verkuyten and Thijs 2002). Future studies should pay more
attention to the relations between bullying and discrimination.

In contrast to the large body of research on bullying from
western countries where findings have been reproduced with a
delimited adolescent population insistently, data from India is
scanty. India accommodates the largest adolescent population
in the world, providing a potential reservoir of relatively un-
tapped resources that could provide in-depth knowledge of
causes and consequences of bullying and victimization.
Given its special cultural context, there is considerable scope
to scrutinize cultural contexts of bullying behavior in India
that could assist in revealing novel insights, such as the role
of socio-economic distance between different sects of society
in low to middle income countries. Such insights might facil-
itate the conception of dynamic intervention designs for not
only the Indian population but also for western populations.
Future studies that compare how bullying happens in the west-
ern and Indian context would also help shed further light on
this topic.

Notes

1. Study 3 (Correia et al. 2009) and 4 (Donat et al. 2012)
have the same Indian sample in their studies. However,
the variables examining correlates and consequences of
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bullying are different in the studies, and thus for the pur-
pose of our review, we include both studies.

2. Study 8 by Khatri and Kupersmidt (2003) is based on a
dissertation thesis submitted to University of North
Carolina by the first author in 1996. For the purpose of
our review, we consider the dissertation and the journal
article as one inclusion since the participants as well as
bullying reports are the same for both.

3. Study 19 (Nguyen et al. 2017) and 20 (Nguyen et al.
2019) have the same Indian sample in their studies.
However, the former paper focuses on prevalence and
forms of bullying and victimization, whereas the latter
one examines psychosocial outcomes of victimization,
and thus, we include both studies separately in the present
review.

4. Study 32 includes reports from two articles (Shinde et al.
2018; Shinde et al. 2020). The studies use an intervention
design with the same sample, and include reports after 12-
month follow-up and 17-month follow-up of the design,
both of which have been reported in point 32 in the pres-
ent review.

5. Study 35 (Suresh and Tipandjan 2012) uses a retrospec-
tive bullying questionnaire with undergraduate college
students. As the study focuses on bullying behavior in
school retrospectively with adolescents, we included the
study in the present review.
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