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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Bullying at school is a type of interpersonal
violence which could have serious short-term and
long-term consequences for the bullying and
victimized students (3). It is absolutely crucial to
examine the causes and effects of this behavior for
developing preventive programs (4). The bullying
behavior has several forms such as physical and
verbal abuse, social isolation, and deprivation (6).
Previous research has shown that biological,
socia, and psychological factors could
considerably affect the behaviors of the bullying
and victimized individuals. The bullying behavior
is associated with low perceived social
competence (11), rejection by peers (12), lack of
emotional empathy (13), and lack of essential
skills for positive interaction with others (14).
Protective and risk factors are affected by
different factors relating to society, school, family,
and individual characteristics (15). For example,
being accepted or liked and having friends are
good buffers against being victimized. The
victimizing and bullying behavior is related to
social competence, i.e, the capacity for developing
positive interactions with others for achieving
one’s goals without harming other people (19). It
is also connected with social preference, ie.
students’ popularity among their classmates,
which can determine their social status (21).
Popular children could be protected from
victimization since the bullying children could
face potential social sanctions in their peer groups
if they harm these children.

All in all, it is highly important to identify key
factors relating to the bullying behavior. Well-
being programs should improve social
acceptance and ensure a desirable status for
children. Therefore, clustering the bullying and
victimized students based on social competence
and social acceptance could facilitate the
development and implementation of preventive
educational programs and suitable therapeutic
interventions to reduce this behavior. Therefore,
the present study aimed to shed light on students’
bullying and victimization behaviors by clustering
them based on social competence and social
preference.

Materials and Methods
This study was descriptive with a clustering
analysis design. The statistical population

included all first-round high school students
(N=11910) in Kashan (Iran). A total of 414
students were randomly selected through multi-
stage sampling. The research instruments
included Illinois’ Bullying Scale, Smart and
Sanson’s Social Competence Questionnaire,
Warden and Mackinnon’s Social Behavior
Questionnaire, and Sociogram. The bullying
behavior, fighting and victimization by peers,
social competence, and social preference were
entered in the cluster analysis with a hierarchical
model. In addition, the relational antisocial
behavior, overt antisocial behavior, and the victim
behavior were used as validity criteria. Chi-square
and Multiple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA)
tests were used to analyze the data.

Findings

The hierarchical cluster analysis resulted in four
distinct clusters: popular (n=149; 35.99%),
bullying (n=86; 20.77%), socially competent
(n=111;26.81%), and victimized (n=68; 16.42%).
MANOVA was used to compare different
variables, namely, social competence and social
preference as well as bullying behavior, fighting,
and victimization by peers. The results indicated
that Wilks Lambda was significant (A=.137, F1121,
18=78.97, p< .01). The mean differences of the
clusters in all five variables were significant: social
preference (F=59.68, p< .01), social competence
(F=70.58, p< .01), bullying behavior (F=141.2, p<
.01), victimization by peers (F=85.41, p<.01),and
fighting (F=90.93, p<.05).

To examine the validity of the extracted clusters,
we investigated the relationship between
clustering and different variables including
gender and relational prosocial, practical
prosocial, relational antisocial, overt antisocial,
and victim behaviors. The results of Chi square
test relating to gender showed a significant
relationship between gender and membership in
clusters (x2=25.95, df=3, p<.01). Considering the
MANOVA results for overt antisocial behavior
(F=42.91, p<.01), relational antisocial behavior
(F=19.38, p<.01), practical prosocial behavior
(F=9.87, p<.01), relational prosocial behavior
(F=2.11, p<.01), and victim behavior (F=16.33,
p<.01), there was a significant difference between
all four clusters. In addition, with respect to n?
coefficients, the four clusters could explain 10, 23,
12, 6, and 2% of the variances in victim behavior,
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overt antisocial behavior, relational antisocial
behavior, practical prosocial behavior, and
relational prosocial behavior, respectively.
Therefore, the differences between the clusters in
terms of the five aforementioned variables
indicated the sufficient validity of the extracted
clusters.

Discussion

The present study aimed to identify bullying and
victimized groups based on social competence
and social preference. Clustering the data via
hierarchical cluster analysis indicated four
distinct clusters.

The first cluster, called popular people, includes
individuals with the highest level of social
preference, above-average social competence,
slight fighting, and below-average victimization.
This finding could be justified by considering the
effects of two types of social competence, namely,
peer acceptance and perceived popularity.
Socially accepted individuals do not need social
self-expression; thus, their behavior repertoire
does not include aggressive or controlling
behaviors (33). Perceived popularity observed in
this cluster, as the second type of social
competence, refers to personal abilities for
interpersonal impression in order to reach goals
in social situations. Victimization is below the
average in this cluster since both types of social
competence act as protective factors against
victimization.

The second cluster represents bullying
individuals with a high level of fighting, less
acceptance by their peers, and lower social
competence, which is in line with previous studies
(21, 38, 39). This finding could be justified by
considering the fact that bullying students are
rejected by their peers especially because they fail
to dsiplay social behaviors (40), which is
consistent with Zych et al. (20) indicating that
students with aggressive behaviors had lower
social competence than normal students.
Aggressive children have lower social acceptance
since they have lower social cognitive potentials
as compared to their non-aggressive peers.
Aggressive children might impulsively display
their emotions in inappropriate situations.

The third cluster includes socially competent
individuals. These people have higher social
competence, are more accepted among their
peers, are less victimized, and display fewer
fighting and bullying behaviors. In addition, their

social behavior, deep understanding of
interpersonal behaviors, and respecting other
people’s emotions enable them to be empathetic
and supportive in their interactions, which result
in their acceptance by others (33). Additionally,
their social competence is a strong protective
factor against victimization. In contrast, low levels
of social competence seriously affect individuals’
ability to make friends as a protective factor
against the bullying behavior (51).

The fourth cluster includes victimized children
with lower social status among their peers. These
children display fewer bullying and fighting
behaviors. In fact, students rejected by their peers
were exposed to victimization (52). Low social
acceptance along with low social support make
the individual more prone to be victimized.
Bullying children might consider these children as
an easy goal since the victims have significantly
lower defensive potentials.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study could be used to
design and implement interventions for
preventing the occurrence of bullying behaviors
with respect to social competence, social
acceptance, and rejection. In addition, validity
indicators could distinguish among the four
clusters. The clustering proposed in this study is
in line with previous theoretical and empirical
studies, which confirms its high validity. This
study had some limitations such as the students’
age range as well as geographical and cultural
background. Therefore, care should be taken in
generalizing the findings.
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