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Bullying throughout the lifespan — What is this research 
about? 

Bullying is a specific form of aggressive behaviour, where a more 
powerful person repeatedly and intentionally causes harm to a weaker 
person. Bullying behaviours are common in today’s society — with 
research showing that as many as 10-60% of adolescents have 
experienced bullying. What’s more concerning is that bullying does not 
stop once youth leave the playground, with an estimated 37% of 
employees in the United States and Canada being subjected to bullying 
in the workplace. There are various types of bullying behaviours — 
including direct bullying (e.g., physically harming someone) and 
indirect bullying (e.g., harming someone’s social standing/reputation).  

Bullying should not be seen as a trivial behaviour, as it can cause 
serious harm for both victims and bullies. In terms of children and 
youth, research has found that bullying is associated with victims 

suffering higher levels of depression, loneliness, anxiety, and lower self-worth, and bullies being more 
likely to experience problems with their relationships, work settings, and criminality later in life. With 
workplace bullying, an estimated 29% of people who are bullied may experience anxiety and/or 
depression, with as many as 10% of these individuals considering suicide and homicide due to their 
negative experiences. 

Overall, there are various challenges and outcomes associated with bullying. In order to understand 
what bullying is, how it develops, and how successful prevention and intervention strategies can be 
created, Drs. Barrow, Dane, Marini, and Volk each research various aspects of bullying — 
together forming a dynamic picture of bullying across the lifespan. 
Roots in incivility? 
How does bullying progress into the harmful behaviour that it is? Dr. 
Marini’s research has suggested that it may begin as simple uncivil 
behaviours that go unnoticed and unchecked by individuals in authority. 
The concept of incivility describes low-level aggressive and anti-social 
behaviours that tend to violate certain societal and civil norms — these
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intent to harm others, but nonetheless can be 
harmful. To further complicate the issue, 
incivility can take different forms, ranging from 
thoughtless, unintentional acts to more serious 
planned and intentional behaviours, such as 
calling people names. Dr. Marini has proposed 
that intentional incivility and bullying may have 
similar antisocial roots, with uncivil behaviours 
being a precursor to bullying behaviours, as they 
tend to be subtle and can be contagious in 
environments — leading to escalations where 
bullying emerges (e.g., a person may call 
someone a name and not be corrected or 
reprimanded for it, and this incivility can slowly 
escalate into bullying behaviours). 

In his research Dr. Marini has investigated 
incivility within clinical learning environments 
(i.e., among clinical teachers working with 
nursing students), an important area to 
investigate as incivility in academic settings may 
“impede the development of a ‘harmonious and 
cooperative learning atmosphere’” (Marini & 
Hunt, 2012, p. 1). Moreover, health care 
environments may be prone to incivility due to 
stressful work conditions, changing demands and 
roles, challenging work expectations, new 
graduate burnout, etc., with research 
demonstrating that nursing environments may 
be particularly susceptible to incivility. In his 
work Dr. Marini has found that the majority of 
clinical teachers may exposed to some form of 

i n c i v i l i t y w i t h i n t h e i r w o r k 
environments, with indirect incivility 
being the most commonly experienced 
form of this behaviour.  

Dr. Marini and colleagues have 
suggested that recognizing and 
identifying the various subtypes of 

incivility may be an important first 
s tep in developing targeted 
intervention programs, particularly 
for the nursing profession where 

nurses are typically regarded as 
‘moral agents’ who need to be able to 
engage in civility. 

Connections to our evolutionary past — Is 
bullying adaptive for some individuals? 

Traditionally, bullying has been viewed as a 
maladaptive behaviour — with bullies being 
perceived as individuals who do not know any 
better or who had something go ‘wrong’ during 
their development. However, citing data 
indicating  that bullies do not typically show 
maladaptive deficits in social skills like Theory 
of Mind abilities, or in measures of adjustment 
like self-esteem, anxiety, or depression, Drs. 
Dane, Marini, and Volk have proposed that 
bullying may be adaptive for some individuals. 
Specifically, “evolutionary developmental 
psychology suggests that some behaviours 
develop because they are at least in part due to 
evolved mental adaptations that are a response 
to past evolutionary pressures” (Volk, Camilleri, 
Dane, & Marini, 2012, p. 223), such as the 
pressure to survive, reproduce, and pass on 
genes to future generations.  

Using evolutionary theory, the researchers have 
proposed that for some youth bullying may serve 
as a means to achieve important related goals 
such as popularity, power, and opportunities for 
dating and sex. For example, physical bullying 
may allow male adolescents to display qualities 
such as athleticism, dominance, and strength, 
which are attractive to the opposite sex, and 
which help to build a tough reputation that 
deters male peers from victimizing the bully. 
Indirect or relational bullying may be used for 
these same purposes, for example, by spreading 
rumours to damage the reputation of rivals 
competing for a potential romantic partner.  

Additionally, in their research, Drs. Dane and 
Marini have contributed to our understanding of  
gender differences in the  evolutionary function  
of bullying. Consistent with research showing 
that females use indirect or relational bullying 
(e.g., spreading rumours; social exclusion) much 
more frequently than overt or direct bullying 
(e.g., physical aggression) to compete for sexual 
partners, they found that female adolescents, 
but not males, were more likely to be 
relationally victimized when they were
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intrasexual competition for mates. In contrast, 
males are more likely than females to compete 
with each other for sexual partners through 
direct or overt bullying, which allows them to 
display and brag about their own physical 
strength and dominance.  

Moving beyond adolescence, Dr. Barrow has 
suggested that evolutionary influence may 
impact behaviours in the workplace, with 
individuals bullying to demean others and 
cement their own place within the company. In 
fact, research has shown that individuals who 
are typically promoted tend to be those who 
embrace bullying behaviours. Moreover, Dr. 
Barrow’s research has shown that rational self-
interested leaders, as compared to other-
oriented leaders, typically turn to bullying as a 
way to ensure that their own goals are met — 
through focusing more on the goals of the 
organization rather than employees’ wellbeing. 

Overall, there appears to be an adaptive aspect 
to bullying in some situations — with certain 
individuals engaging in the behaviour to achieve 
specific evolutionary objectives. Evolutionary 
research is part icular ly important for 
interventions, as it indicates that bullies may 
need to be redirected to other prosocial means 
for achieving their goals — implications are 
discussed further in a later section. 

Individual differences in bullying? 

Even though all individuals tend to be subjected 
to the same evolutionary pressures, not all 
individuals become bullies. Drs. Dane, Marini, 
and Volk have looked to individual differences in 
temperament and personality to help explain 
these variations in bullying — finding that there 
may be specific individual characteristics that 
contribute to the emergence of bullying. 

With personality, Dr. Volk and colleagues have 
demonstrated that bullying may be related to 
the personality trait of honesty-humility (e.g., 

truthfulness, fairness, sincerity, modesty, and 
lack of greed) — with individuals higher on 
bullying behaviours scoring lower on this trait 
(i.e., bullies may be more willing to exploit 
others).  

In terms of temperament, Drs. Dane, Marini, and 
Volk have found that individuals with 
temperamental characteristics lending to 
weaker self-regulation (e.g., low levels of 
effortful control and fearlessness) may be more 
prone to reactive-overt aggression (i.e., direct  
aggression), whereas individuals who are more 
prone to frustration (e.g., heightened emotional 
reactivity) may be more inclined to engage in 
reactive-relational aggression (i.e., indirect 
aggression ). 

In general, the work of Drs. Dane, Marini, and 
Volk adds to the literature indicating that 
bullying may be related to an individual’s 
temperament and personality. Implications for 
interventions are reviewed in a later section. 

A new definition of bullying  

Drs. Dane, Marini, and Volk have proposed a 
redefinition of bullying as “aggressive goal-
directed behaviour that harms another 
individual within the context of a power 
imbalance”. This definition emphasizes three 
important aspects of bullying that distinguish it 
from typical aggression; 1) goal-directed, 
demonstrating that bullying is intentional harm-
doing that is used to achieve goals, as opposed to 
emotional aggression that is a reaction to 
provocation, 2) harm, reinforcing that the harm 
caused by the behaviour must be considered, 
rather than just how frequently the behaviour 
occurs (e.g., one high-intensity experience may 
cause as much harm as multiple low-intensity 
experiences), and 3) imbalance of power, which 
distinguishes bullying from aggression in general, 
as bullying always occurs between a more 
powerful aggressor who is targeting a weaker 
individual.



So what — Where is this research being 
used? 

Interventions — Various implications for 
prevention and intervention emerge from the 
work of Drs. Barrow, Dane, Marini, and Volk. 
First, there should be a renewed awareness of, 
and intolerance toward, all types of bullying 
(including incivility) — where bullies are held 
accountable for their behaviour and the costs 
associated with bullying are made greater than 
the potential benefits. Second, the adaptive 
nature of bullying needs to be considered to 
improve the effectiveness of anti-bullying 
interventions, for example, by teaching 
individuals who bully that there are prosocial 
ways to achieve goals such as being popular with 
peers and potential romantic partners. Third, 
there needs to be an understanding that there is 
no ‘one size fits all’ approach, as interventions 
need to be tailored to the individuals involved 
(i.e., gender, personality, temperament, bully-
victims, etc.) 

Wi th per sona l i t y and temperament — 
researchers, practitioners, and educators may 
need to take individual level differences into 
consideration when designing and implementing 
interventions, as these variables may have an 
influence on bullying behaviours. For example, if 
a youth is engaging in reactive-overt aggression, 
strategies to enhance their self-regulatory 
abilities may be beneficial. In contrast, 
interventions targeting youth low in the 
personality trait of honesty-humility (and hence 
unempathic and exploitative) may be persuaded 
that pursuing their goals through prosocial means 
is the best way to maximize both short and long-
term benefits.  

What’s next? 
Drs. Barrow, Dane, Marini, and Volk are 
continuing to research bullying behaviours. One 
area of focus is cyber-bullying, which is 
particularly problematic as it provides bullies 
anonymity and has an escalation effect, often 
spreading quickly across social media channels.

Want More Information? 
Dr. Lisa Barrow, lbarrow@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext.5401; Dr. Andrew Dane, adane@brocku.ca            
(905) 688—5550 ext.4805; Dr. Zopito Marini, zmarini@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext.3178; Dr. Anthony Volk, 
tony.volk@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext.5368 

For more information on the Jack and Nora Walker Canadian Centre for Lifespan Development Research, please 
contact: 

Jayne Morrish, jmorrish@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext. 4566 

Website: https://www.brocku.ca/lifespan-development-research 
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