
Peer victimization and suicidal ideation
Geel, M. van; Vedder, P.H.; Martin, C.; Preedy, V.R.; Patel, V.B.

Citation
Geel, M. van, & Vedder, P. H. (2022). Peer victimization and suicidal ideation. In C. Martin,
V. R. Preedy, & V. B. Patel (Eds.), Handbook of anger, aggression, and violence. Springer
International Publishing. doi:10.1007/978-3-030-98711-4_80-1
 
Version: Accepted Manuscript
License: Licensed under Article 25fa Copyright Act/Law (Amendment Taverne)
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3514516
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:4
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3514516


Peer victimization and suicidal ideation: a narrative 

Authors: Mitch van Geel & Paul Vedder 

 

Contact: 

Corresponding Author: Mitch van Geel 

Email: mgeel@fsw.leidenuniv.nl 

Telephone: +31715276711 

No fax 

Leiden University, Faculty of Social Sciences, Institute of Education and Child Studies 

Wassenaarseweg 52 

2315 BX 

Leiden 

The Netherlands 

 

Contact: Paul Vedder  

Vedder@fsw.leidenuniv.nl 

Telephone : tel:+31715272727 

No fax 

Leiden University, Faculty of Social Sciences, Institute of Education and Child Studies 

Wassenaarseweg 52 

2315 BX 

Leiden 

The Netherlands 

 

 

  

mailto:mgeel@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
mailto:Vedder@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
tel:+31715272727


Abstract 

Suicide is one of the leading causes of adolescent mortality across the globe. Peer 
victimization has been connected to increased chances of suicide ideation and suicide 
attempts among youth in numerous articles. The existing knowledge about peer victimization 
and suicide ideation and suicide attempts is reviewed in this chapter. The general Strain model 
and the Social Defeat Model are described as possible theoretical explanations for the relation 
between peer victimization and suicide. Cybervictimization is considered as a relatively new 
form of peer victimization, and potential unique elements of cybervictimization are described. 
It is also considered whether cybervictimization predicts suicidality when traditional peer 
victimization is controlled for. The chapter ends with suggestions for practice and future 
research. 
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Introduction 

Suicide remains one of the most prominent causes of death for adolescents worldwide (Soole 
et al 2017; Glenn et al 2020), and is a tragedy that strongly affects parents and other family 
members. Its traumatic consequences are experienced for a long time after the loss (Cerel et al 
2014). Every suicide by definition starts with an attempt. A suicide attempt is defined as a 
self-injurious behavior with at least some intent to die (Nock et al 2008). Many suicide 
attempts are non-fatal; non-fatal attempts are estimated to be 10-20 times more frequent than 
actual suicides (Bilsen, 2018). However, suicide rates and suicide attempt rates vary widely 
from country to country (Kokkevi et al 2012; Liu et al 2018; Glenn et al, 2020), and between 
boys and girls, with a higher suicide rate among boys (Glenn et al 2020). Suicide ideation, 
defined as thoughts of engaging in behaviors to end one’s life (Nock et al 2008), is very 
common among adolescents. For example, in the Youth Risk Behavior Survey it was found 
that 18.8 percent of youth, between grades 9 to 12, in the USA had seriously considered 
suicide in the past 12 months, while 15.7 percent had made an actual suicide plan (Ivey-
Stephenson et al., 2020). Though suicide ideation has been confirmed to be a statistically 
significant predictor of suicide, the effect size has been argued to be too small to be of clinical 
use (Ribeiro et al 2016). Therefore, even though in research the relation between suicide 
ideation and suicide attempts is rather robust, it remains hard to predict whether an individual 
reporting high suicide ideation will attempt suicide. Nonetheless, suicidal ideation and suicide 
attempts are stepping stones for suicide and hence serious problems. They should be 
prevented as much as possible. In the remainder of this contribution we write about the role of 
bullying and victimization as a possible push towards or reason for suicide. Bully 
victimization is a  potential cause of youth suicide that has been extensively studied, and that 
has garnered widespread media attention (Gunn & Goldstein, 2014). This chapter also 
addresses cyberbullying and ends with a section on the prevention of peer victimization and 
suicidal ideation and suggestions for future research. 

Bullying and Peer Victimization 

Bullying is a form of aggression characterized by repetition and a power imbalance. Bullying 
can be both physical -e.g., kicking, punching, shoving- or relational -e.g., exclusion, name-
calling, threatening- (Salmivalli, 2010). The definition of bullying and its operationalization 
in research comes with some problems. For example, a power imbalance is not necessarily 
physical, but can also be social, or even a perceived power imbalance. It is also debatable 
what constitutes repetition. Furthermore, teachers and children can have different ideas about 
what constitutes bullying (Maunder et al, 2010). To accommodate some of these points of 
discussion we here define peer victimization as an aggressive transaction between peers, often 
with a core element of bullying. Different from bullying, peer victimization does not 
necessarily include elements of repetition or a power imbalance (Turner et al 2015; Van Geel 
et al 2016). In this review we will consider both research about bullying and peer 
victimization. A particularly troublesome aspect of bullying is that victimization can persist 
over long periods of time, sometimes so long that some authors suggest that victimization 
becomes like a personality-trait (McDougall & Vaillancourt 2015). Furthermore, there can be 
fear of retaliation, shame, the idea that problems have to be solved by yourself, or little trust 
in adults to understand or solve bullying, so that some victims do not report bullying, and 
their suffering goes unnoticed (DeLara, 2012).  



Many adolescents encounter bullying at some point in their lives. In a study conducted  in 79 
high and low income countries among more than 300,000 adolescents approximately thirty 
percent of adolescents reported bullying victimization (Elgar et al 2015). The actual rate of 
bullying victimization varies between studies, and depends on among other things gender, 
country, the definition of bullying that researchers use, and the instrument that is used to 
measure bullying. For example, as regards country differences bullying victimization is more 
prevalent in African countries than in European or Middle Eastern countries, and is related to 
the income per capita (Elgar et al 2015)  Nonetheless, it seems safe to say that bullying and 
peer victimization are widespread phenomena in countries across the world. Given that 
bullying is spread across the globe, and happens across cultures and throughout history, it has 
been argued that bullying may be an evolutionary adaptation. Bullies may experience benefits 
such as  a reputation for toughness, and access to food and sexual partners (Volk et al 2012). 
In line with this explanation, bullies appear to date more often. Overall, bullying happens 
across the globe, is a difficult problem to tackle and by now, thousands of studies and meta-
analyses demonstrate that peer victimization is related to a range of adverse outcomes 
including depression and anxiety (Reijntjes et al 2010), psychosomatic complaints (Gini & 
Pozzoli, 2009), weapon carrying (Van Geel et al 2014), and suicide. 

Peer victimization and Suicide 

Among the range of negative outcomes associated with peer victimization suicide is perhaps 
the most troubling. The relation between peer victimization and suicide is now well 
established, because many studies have shown relations between bullying and suicide ideation 
(eg., Van der Wal et al. 2003: Fleming & Jacobsen Kim et al 2009;) and suicide attempts (eg., 
Kaminski & Fang 2009; Schneider et al 2012) and several meta-analyses have confirmed 
cross-sectional relations between bullying or peer victimization, suicide ideation, and suicide 
attempts (Holt et al 2015; Van Geel et al 2014). These relations are quite robust, being 
demonstrated for both peer reports and self-reports of peer victimization, in larger and smaller 
studies, in convenience samples and other samples, and in countries across the world. 
Furthermore publication bias, a tendency of scientific journals to favor statistically significant 
results, does not explain away the relation between peer victimization and suicide ideation 
and attempts. Studies concerning longitudinal links are more rare, but several longitudinal 
studies show relations between peer victimization or bullying and suicide ideation or suicide 
attempts, and the longitudinal link between bullying and suicide ideation was confirmed in a 
recent meta-analysis (Van Geel et al 2022). The relation between peer victimization and 
completed suicides is rarely studied, but a birth cohort study by Klomek et al. (2009), where 
5,302 Finnish children were followed from age 8 to age 24, used a combined outcome of 
suicides followed by hospitalization and completed suicides, and found that for girls 
victimization was related to suicidality, but for boys victimization was not related to 
suicidality after controlling for conduct and depression symptoms. Longitudinal studies can 
also shed light on questions of causality. It is commonly assumed that bullying leads to 
suicide ideation and attempts, but on the basis of cross-sectional studies it cannot be excluded 
that it is suicidal youth who attract more bullying. Indeed, peer victimization predicts future 
depressive symptoms and anxiety, but depression and anxiety also predict future peer 
victimization (Fekkes et al 2006). Few studies have looked at directionality for bullying and 
suicide, but the studies that exist suggest that there are bidirectional relations between 
bullying and suicide ideation (Klomek et al 2019; Zhu et al 2022). Suicidal youth may have 
poorer interpersonal skills, which may in turn make these youth more likely to become 



victimized by their peers, as well as other problems associated with suicide ideation, such as 
depression and low self-esteem, may make victimization by peers more likely (Zhu et al 
2022). This suggests that the pathway from peer victimization to suicide is not so much a one-
way-street where victimization leads to increases in suicide risk, but much more a cyclical 
process where suicidal ideation may lead to increased chances of peer victimization, which 
may, in turn, lead to further increases in suicidal ideation. 

Explanations for the Relation between Peer Victimization and Suicide 

The mechanisms that explain the pathway between peer victimization and suicide are 
currently not well understood. Hay and Meldrum have used the General Strain Theory (GST) 
to explain the relation between bullying on the one hand and suicide ideation and self-harm on 
the other hand. Originally devised by Agnew (1992) the GST states that strains, including 
difficult relations with peers, lead people to deviant behavior. In their article, Hay and 
Meldrum (2010) report support for the idea that strains like bullying victimization and 
cyberbullying victimization, are related to self-harm and suicide ideation, and that this 
relation is partially mediated by negative emotions. The Social Defeat Model (SDM) is 
another framework that potentially explains the relation between peer victimization and 
suicide. The SDM model is based on the resident-intruder paradigm where a male rodent 
(intruder) is put in a cage with another male rodent (resident). This leads to a fight, with the 
loser of the fight being called the subordinate animal, and the winner being called the 
dominant animal. In a variation of this experiment the animals are made to fight over several 
trials, leading to a situation of chronic stress for the subordinate animal. Chronic stress may 
also be created by ‘threat’, exposing the subordinate animal constantly to visuals or smell of 
the dominant animal, for example by putting the dominant animal in an adjacent cage. The 
subordinate animal may show severe signs of stress, with some similarities to depression in 
humans, like an impaired corticosterone response, decrease in testosterone, decreased 
locomotion, heightened arousal, changes in sleeping patterns, increased anxiety behavior, and 
social anxiety in susceptible mice (Björkqvist, 2001; Henderson et al., 2017; Huang et al., 
2016). Though the generalization of animal research to humans is always challenging, the 
SDM has been described as a promising model to explain the effects of peer victimization on 
humans, and bullying is certainly a situation where a victim is exposed to constant violence 
and threat, and has been shown related to depression and sleeping problems, comparable to 
the subordinate animals’ experiences. In humans these problems, in turn are predictors of 
suicide ideation. 

Cybervictimization and Suicide 

Increasingly scholars have started devoting more attention to a modern type of victimization, 
namely cybervictimization. Meta-analyses have confirmed the relations between 
cybervictimization and suicide ideation  and suicide attempts (Katsaras et al 2018; Van Geel 
et al 2014). Scholars have stated worries about some unique aspects of cyberbullying that may 
make it harmful over and above traditional peer victimization. Victims of cyberbullying may 
feel denigrated in front of a wider audience, namely, those with access to the world wide web, 
than victims of traditional bullying. Cybervictims may also relive denigrating episodes over 
and over, as materials are difficult to remove from the internet. Furthermore, whereas 
traditional victims are mostly harassed at school, cybervictims can also experience harassment 
at home, meaning that not even home is a safe environment anymore. Finally, traditional 



aggressors see the effects of their actions on their victims. Seeing the distress on their victims 
may perhaps cause even hardened aggressors to stop or at least dampen their aggression. 
Cyberaggressors in many cases do not see their victims reactions, and without such a deterrent 
they may perhaps harass their victims longer and more severely (Smith et al 2008; Slonje et al 
2013). Indeed, the claim that cyberaggression is uniquely harmful has received critical 
attention. Especially in the earlier work about cybervictimization the relations between 
negative outcomes and cybervictimization were often not controlled for traditional 
victimization. Because the vast majority of cybervictims are also traditional victims (Wolke et 
al 2017), a lack of control for traditional victimization in analyses raises the risk of 
misattributing significant relations to cybervictimization while, actually they should be 
attributed to traditional victimization (Olweus, 2012; Wolke et al 2017). A meta-analysis that 
focused on the relation between bullying and internalizing outcomes suggested that 
cybervictimization has a unique relation with internalizing problems, also when this relation is 
controlled for traditional victimization (Gini et al 2018). Is this also true for the relation 
between cybervictimization and suicide? A study among 20,406 teenagers in the USA showed 
that unique cybervictims have a higher risk of both suicide attempts and suicide attempts 
followed by hospitalization when compared with uninvolved children. The highest risks for 
suicide attempts and suicide attempts followed by hospitalization were reported by children 
who reported both traditional and cybervictimization (Schneider et al 2012). Overall, it seems 
prudent to treat cybervictimization as a health risk to young people, but more knowledge is 
needed to better understand the relations between cybervictimization and suicide. For 
example, it has been pointed out that cybervictimization has no wide upon agreed definition, 
and therefore it becomes difficult to compare studies of cybervictimization (Kowalski et al 
2014; Slonje et al 2013). The problem with reaching consensus on a widely agreed definition 
has to do with  the many different forms that cybervictimization can take. For example it can 
refer to sending somebody denigrating remarks or threats through email or messenger 
services, posting humiliating video’s, posting private information online, hacking, and even 
sharing sexual images of the victim. At the moment it is not well enough understood whether 
different forms of cybervictimization are more dangerous than others, because most available 
studies used the omnibus construct of cybervictimization. 

Future Research 

Research carried out over decades and in countries across the globe has been the cornerstone 
in creating evidence based intervention and prevention programs to reduce peer victimization 
and youth suicide. However, to date, many youth across the globe still are victims of their 
peers, and suicide remains one of the leading causes of death amongst young people. This 
means that continued research remains necessary to inform future prevention and intervention 
efforts. One important area for future research is research in non-western countries. Even 
though there have been studies about bullying and suicide in non-western countries, there is 
still a striking imbalance between knowledge from Western countries compared to knowledge 
from non-western countries. For example, for the thousands of studies about bullying done in 
the Western world, a systematic review identified fewer than 50 studies about bullying among 
youth conducted in India (Thakkar et al 2021). Furthermore, the studies that were done often 
did not meet important standards in terms of design and validity, so that it was not possible to 
draw strong conclusions from the work. This is especially regretful because most youth do not 
live in Western countries; India, for example, is home to the world’s largest youth population, 
and we cannot assume that knowledge from Western studies will generalize to non-western 



countries (Thakkar et al 2021). Another issue for future research is cyberbullying. Though 
cyberbullying is no longer a new topic, research does highlight it’s relation with suicide 
ideation and suicide attempts. Cyberbullying can take many forms, and future research should 
address how different types of cyberbullying (eg., exclusion, harassment, doxing) are related 
to suicide ideation and suicide attempts. Furthermore, research should focus on how each 
form of cyberbullying among youth can be prevented and diminished. 

Applications of the Material 

The links between peer victimization on the one hand and suicide ideation and suicide 
attempts on the other hand have repeatedly been found in research, and demonstrate how 
important it is to prevent and diminish peer victimization. For preventing bullying and peer 
victimization especially group based interventions appear successful. These interventions 
address the whole classroom and motivate bystanders to defend victims of bullying and 
support the victim. Such approaches have been found effective in reducing bullying 
(Salmivalli & Poskiparta 2012) and cyberbullying (Williford et al 2013). Even though many 
studies support the effectivity of group based interventions, the Healthy Context Paradox 
remains a concern. It has been found that when schools implement anti-bullying measures 
children that remain victims are worse off in terms of depression and self-esteem than 
children who are victimized in schools that did not implement interventions (Huitsing et al 
2019). However, even though classroom based interventions are effective against peer 
victimization, no intervention to date has been found to put an end to bullying completely. 
Also, the Healthy Context Paradox remains a concern, and therefore it remains important to 
also focus on methods other than bullying interventions to reduce suicide risk amongst youth. 
Fortunately, research has identified methods to reduce suicide amongst youth. Promising 
methods to reduce youth suicide are mainly the limitation of access to lethal means, and 
school based awareness programs (Kalafat 2003; Zalsman et al 2016). Reducing suicide 
amongst youth requires intensive and combined effort, focusing both on causes, such as peer 
victimization, as well as on suicidal behavior. 

  



Mini dictionary 

Bullying: Bullying is a form of aggression characterized by repetition and a power imbalance 

Peer victimization: Aggression between peers not necessarily including repetition and a power 
imbalance, but often with a core element of bullying. 

Cyberbullying: Bullying through digital means such as computers or smartphones. 

Suicide ideation: thoughts of engaging in behaviors to end one’s life. 

Suicide attempt: engagement in self-injurious behavior with at least some intent to die. 

Key Facts 

-Suicide is a leading cause of death amongst youth worldwide 

-Peer victimization predicts suicide attempts and suicide ideation amongst youth 

-Bullying victimization predicts suicide attempts and suicide ideation amongst youth 

-Bullying victimization predicts completed suicides and suicides following hospitalization 
amongst girls, but not with boys after controlling for depression and conduct problems 

-Cybervictimization predicts suicide ideation and attempts amongst youth 

Summary Points 

-Suicide is a leading cause of death amongst youth worldwide. For every completed suicides, 
there are many non-fatal attempts. 

-Peer victimization and bullying have been found to predict suicide ideation and suicide 
attempts amongst youth in many studies, and these relations have been confirmed in meta-
analyses. 

-Victims of cyberbullying report higher suicide ideation and more suicide attempts than non-
involved children. 

-Future studies should focus on non-western countries and on cyberbullying. 

-Prevention and intervention should be aimed both on reducing peer victimization, for 
example by using group based interventions, and on preventing suicide, for example by 
limiting access to lethal means and by using school based prevention efforts. 
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