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There are concerns regarding the availability and effectiveness of programs to reduce bullying 
and limit its harmful effects. Professionals in the field wisely recommend the implementation 

of whole school approaches for bullying prevention and the use of “evidence-based” 
programs. Unfortunately, there are challenges for schools in accomplishing this. This 

document will outline the challenges and set forth recommendations for how schools can 
proceed in a manner that has the highest likelihood of success. 

Evidence of Effectiveness

Meta-Analyses of Bullying Prevention 
Effectiveness

Recent meta-analyses have raised attention to 
significant concerns associated with the current 
approaches to “bullying prevention.” 

Despite almost four decades of research on bullying, 
ranging from prevalence studies, etiological 
investigations, and systematic reviews and evaluations 
of prevention and intervention programs, the 
evidence indicates that current “bullying prevention” 
approaches are only marginally helpful.1  One recent 
meta-analysis demonstrated that there was zero 
effectiveness of these programs from 8th grade on.2

What this means is that there currently are no proven 
“evidence-based best practices.” Note that the terms 
“evidence-based” and “research-based” are often used 
interchangeably. In this document, the term 
“evidence-based” means a program that has met 
evaluation research standards and has demonstrate 
effectiveness in achieving the program objectives to an 

independent evaluation agency or organization. The 
term “research-based” means a program that has been 
developed based on research insight, but has not yet 
undergone sufficient independent evaluation to be 
determined to be “evidence-based.” 

The Challenges of Reliance on 
“Evidence-Based Programs”

Currently, on the National Registry of Evidence-
Based Programs and Practices there are no 
comprehensive “evidence-based” bullying 
prevention programs. 

A search on the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Administration National Registry of Evidence-Based 
Programs and Practices (NREPP) on the search terms: 
“bullying” yields 7 current interventions.3 

None of these programs are comprehensive programs 
specifically focusing on bullying prevention. Most of 
these programs are Social Emotional Learning 
programs, which include reduction of bullying as a 
posi t ive outcome. Only one program has 
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demonstrated  “effective outcomes.” This is a program 
developed in 2001, and therefore does not incorporate 
recent research insight into the nature of bullying 
behavior. 

The others are indicated to be “promising,” but they 
also were all developed before the release of the 
research insight into the nature of bullying behavior.

Searching on the term “cyberbullying” results in one 
program that included “cyberbullying” in its 
description, but an evaluation of the research itself 
reveals no evidence of  assessment of effectiveness in 
this area. 

Based on an understanding of the nature of research, 
development, and program evaluation, it likely will 
take at least a decade before any program that is 
developed to address the challenges related to bullying 
and hurtful behavior by students seeking social 
dominance to be properly independently evaluated.

A requirement at this time for schools to implement 
“evidence-based best practice” will ensure that 
whatever program the school implements will fail to 
incorporate this essential understanding of the nature 
of hurtful behavior!

There are limited funds for research or program 
development and evaluation. 

A recently published report by the American 
Educational Research Association, entitled Prevention 
of Bullying in Schools, Colleges, and Universities: 
Research Report and Recommendations, noted the 
need for increased research:

(T)here needs to be increased research support 
from federal funding agencies for longitudinal and 
experimental studies. In addition, basic research 
on the causes of bullying and harassment should 
receive greater reinvigorated data collection and 
analysis attention in setting R&D priorities. 
Investing resources in data collection and the 
production of useful knowledge is, in the long run, 
key to understanding and reducing bullying and 
enhancing school climate.4

Unfortunately, reduced federal funding of research is 
likely to deplete this funding even further. 

The time lag between the collection of data and the 
publication of research works against the idea of 
schools using only “evidence-based” programs 
because there are often no programs available to 
meet the current concerns. This time lag is also 

challenging for programs that have been designated 
“evidence-based” to be updated to remain current 
with the research insight, but updating could 
interfere with their designation as “evidence based.” 

Currency is an exceptionally challenging issue to 
address, especially with the time lag between program 
development and approved evaluation. To develop 
and evaluate a program based on today's research 
insight will take so long that by the time the program 
is deemed "effective," it will be totally out of date with 
the research.

Programs that were developed in the 1980’s, 1990’s, 
early 2000‘s are based on earlier research and need to 
be updated. But significantly modifying programs 
based on new research insight will interfere with the 
program’s designation as “evidence-based.” 

By way of example of the time lag problem, an ED 
report entitled Prevalence and Implementation 
Fidelity of Research-Based Prevention Programs in 
Public Schools, (ED Fidelity Report) investigated the 
use of “evidence-based” programs prevent or reduce 
youth alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use, and 
school crime.5 This report, released in 2011, was based 
on an assessment of the implementation of programs 
in 2004-05. Six years for completion! 

By way of comparison, in 2004, Mark Zuckerberg, 
then a sophomore in college, created a website called 
“thefacebook” and by December 2011, Facebook had 
799,092,160 world users.6 

Schools may not implement “evidence-based” 
programs or do so with fidelity.

The 2011 ED Fidelity Report found that programs the 
evaluators considered were “evidence based” were 
only implemented approximately 7.8% of the time. 
This was during a time that the funds schools were 
receiving through the Safe and Drug Free Schools and 
Communities Act (SDFSCA) required the use of 
“evidence-based” programs. Additionally, those 
“evidence-based” programs that were used were only 
implemented with fidelity approximately 44.3% of the 
time. 

However, the issue of fidelity often leaves out a critical 
consideration. If a risk prevention program cannot be 
easily implemented with fidelity in today’s school 
environment, is that the fault of the school--or is that 
a deficiency of the program? Unfortunately, this study 
did not inquire into the reasons why schools were not 
implementing “evidence-based” programs. 
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Programs that have demonstrated effectiveness in 
some school environments, may need to be 
modified to work effectively with different 
populations. 

A recent study of the implementation of “evidence-
based” prevention programs in two urban districts 
found that all of the experienced health teachers made 
adaptations to the programs with respect to 
instructional format, integration of real-life 
experiences into the curriculum, and supplementation 
with additional resources.7  

The researchers noted there has been little systematic 
research that has investigated the effectiveness of 
these kinds of adaptations, but indicated that, in the 
hands of experienced teachers, “lack of fidelity” may 
result in delivery of a program in a manner that is 
more appropriate for the specific student population 
receiving the program. 

The researchers also noted that it was advisable to 
consult with the students who had gone through the 
program to determine their assessment of 
effectiveness. 

Sometimes it appears that schools simply do not 
consider the issue of effectiveness when they choose 
certain programs or activities and they are more 
focused on creating the perception they are doing 
something.

Sometimes it appears that schools choose to 
implement “flashy” activities that might create public 
awareness of school efforts, but are not likely to be 
effective in furthering the objectives of supporting 
positive relations and reducing peer aggression.  

Frequently Promoted Programs

Olweus Bullying Prevention Program

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), is a 
frequently recommended program. In its early 
implementations in Norway three decades ago, use of 
this program led to a marked reduction in reports of 
bullying victimization.8  However, no similar 
demonstration of effectiveness has ever been 
documented in the U.S.9  As noted in the lead article 
in, Theory into Practice, in a volume focused on 
bullying:

The efficacy of the Olweus Bullying Prevention 
Program (OBPP), considered the gold-standard 

and used in thousands of US school districts, is 
questionable.10

OBPP was originally listed as a Model program on 
NREPP but is no longer listed, even in the Legacy 
Programs section.11 

Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports

Sugai and colleagues at the PBIS center have outlined 
how the implementation of PBIS may reduce 
bullying.12  However, there have not been any studies 
that have specifically documented a decrease in 
student reports of being bullied in schools that have 
implemented PBIS.13 

Bradshaw and colleagues have documented that use of 
PBIS in elementary schools has led to a teacher 
perception that the rate of student bullying has 
decreased.14  However, student perspectives of being 
bullied were not assessed. 

PBIS has developed a bullying prevention program, 
called Expect Respect, where students are taught that 
bullying is fueled by peer attention. Expect Respect 
teaches students to say “stop” using a specific word 
message developed by student in the school, walk 
away, and tell an adult. Although this approach 
demonstrated a reduction in bullying behavior in an 
environment where adult observers were present and 
recording such behavior, student survey reports 
conducted with this study indicated an increase in 
being treated disrespectfully.15 

The PBIS approach is exceptionally “adult centric.” 
Bear and colleagues have identified the following 
limitations about this approach: 

• Relies on using “adult centric” behavior 
management practices to manage or control 
student behavior. 

• Assumes that environmental factors related to 
the adult response to certain behavior are 
solely controlling such behavior and tends to 
neglect or deemphasize the multiple factors 
that might be involved related to such 
behavior, including the response of peers.

• Social skills taught using behavioral 
techniques that involve direct instruction and 
reinforcement of positive behavior seldom 
persist and often fail to transfer to other 
settings, especially when adults are not 
present.
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• The use of behavioral techniques, such as 
adult-created rules, tangible rewards, and 
punishment to manage students’ behavior 
may hinder students’ development of 
intrinsic motivation. The use of “tokens” to 
reward positive behavior is likely the most 
controversial component of the PBIS program 
from the perspective of those promoting 
Social Emotional Learning.16 

In addition, in PBIS programs, social skilled students 
who are generally compliant to staff directives, are 
likely to be commonly rewarded by “tokens.” In effect, 
reliance on PBIS may result in reinforcing those 
students who are most likely to denigrate their peers 
to achieve social dominance. Thus, PBIS may give 
these rewarded students reason to believe they are 
“better” than their less frequently rewarded peers and 
that it is therefore, acceptable for them to exclude or 
denigrate these peers.17

Ensuring Likelihood of Success
Given the current pressure on schools to “do 
something” to address bullying, it is simply not 
feasible for schools to take the position that they will 
only implement “evidence-based” programs. But it is 
essential that schools proceed in a manner that has 
the highest likelihood of achieving success. 

Principles of Effectiveness.

A very helpful article by Nation and colleagues 
conducted a meta-analysis of risk prevention 
programs and identified the key principles for 
effectiveness.18  

Comprehensive Services

Address the full range of risk and protective factors 
p r e s e n t w i t h i n a c o m m u n i t y b y offe r i n g 
programming on several levels, including programs 
directed at individuals, activities designed to change 
environments in communities, and seeking to change 
societal or cultural norms.

Varied Teaching Methods

Recognize that each person learns in a unique way. 
Deliver prevention in a variety of ways, including: 
lecture; small group work; discussions; surveys; role-
plays; games; skill building activities/exercises; 
assemblies; personal testimonies; poster contests; 
poetry readings and theatre/musical performances. 
Include school and community-wide events 

Sufficient Dosage

Ensure that participants are exposed to information 
with enough quantity and intensity to have a positive 
long-term effect. One-time events or occasional 
activities are less effective in changing attitudes and 
behaviors over time. Focus on “saturation”--
saturating a setting with information and prevention 
messages along with opportunities to learn and 
practice skills.

Theory Driven

Adopt programs that incorporate proven strategies 
that have been evaluated or incorporate logical, 
“research-based” theories of about why the strategy 
will decrease students’ risk.

Positive Relationships

Seek to foster and strengthen positive relationships 
among peer groups and between students and adults. 

Appropriately Timed

Delivered programs in a manner that is tailored to 
the, cognitive and social development level of the 
students.

Socioculturally Relevant

Ensure the program is relevant to the community, 
which cannot be done without input from individuals 
who represent all segments of the community. 

Outcome Evaluation

Conduct a systematic evaluation to determine 
program successes and challenges.

Well-Trained Staff

Ensure staff have internalized and model prevention 
attitudes and behavior, and have the opportunity to 
gain competency with the prevention approach and 
resources. 

SDFSCA Guidelines for Likelihood of Success

Schools must proceed in a manner that is focused on 
continuous improvement to achieve a likelihood of 
success. This involves selecting, adopting, and/or 
adapting programs or approaches that target the 
specific issues the school has identified as needing 
improvement--and do so in a manner that has a 
likelihood of success by following the above principles 
of effectiveness.
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The now retired Safe and Drug Free Schools and 
Communities Act, provided block-grant funding to 
states and schools and required the use of “evidence-
based” programs.19  However, a waiver from this 
requirement allowed for the use of innovative 
programs that demonstrated a likelihood of success.20 

The following requirements were considered 
necessary to support a waiver:

• A needs assessment based on objective data 
that described the problems or concerns 
currently faced by the school.

• A description of the performance measure or 
measures the program or activity would 
address.

• The rationale for the program or activity, 
including how it was designed and why it was 
expected to be successful in accomplishing 
the improvements described in the 
performance measures.

• A discussion of the most significant risk and 
protective factors the program or activity has 
been designed to target.

• A detailed description of the implementation 
plan, including a description of how the 
program or activity would be carried out, the 
personnel to be involved, the intended 
audience or target population, and the time 
frame for conducting the program or activity.

• A detailed description of all costs associated 
with carrying out the program or activity.

• An evaluation plan that addressed: the 
methods used to assess progress toward 
attaining goals and objectives; the personnel 
who would conduct the evaluation; the way 
the results of the evaluation would be used to 
refine, improve, and strengthen the district’s 
comprehensive plan; and the way progress 
toward attaining objectives would be publicly 
reported.

• Evidence to support that the program or 
activity has a “substantial likelihood of 
success.” This should include: a description of 
the prevention research and principles the 
program has been based upon; a description 
of the results achieved from previous 
implementation of the activity or program in 
a setting similar to the one the district was 

proposing or, if the program has not yet been 
rigorously evaluated, a description of the plan 
and timeline for doing so.

This criteria provides excellent guidance for a strategy 
to proceed in a continuous improvement manner that 
has the potential to achieve the highest likelihood of 
success. 

Conclusion
Clearly, there is a critical need for increased funding 
to continue to increase our understandings of 
bullying and cyberbullying and to develop and assess 
the effectiveness of approaches to reduce bullying and 
cyberbullying and to increase school climate and  
positive relations at school and when using digital 
technologies.

For the time being, schools should be advised to 
implement an approach that combines the insight set 
forth above to have the highest likelihood of a positive 
result. 
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