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FOREWORD & ABOUT THE REPORT

Foreword
The right of children to feel safe at school is
established in both the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child and the Swedish Education Act. But
children who are victims of intimidation, bullying or
harassment at school experience a different reality.
The days, weeks, months or years of victimization
leave scars for life. Mental illness, low self-esteem,
suicide attempts, isolation, declining grades or
performance, or dropping out of school are just a
few of the devastating consequences of bullying. It is
therefore important for us to continue to fight for the
right of all children to a safe school environment.
This year’s Friends Report clearly shows that this
work must continue. The combined voices of
15,000 children tell us that an average of one to
two children in each class are subjected to bullying.
Many young people respond that they have been
subjected to harassment based on gender, ethnicity
or sexual orientation. Human rights are unfortunately
being violated on a daily basis at schools around the
country. We all have a responsibility for these children.
No child should have to feel unsafe or be a victim of
bullying!
Bringing about change for these children is what
Friends is working on every day by educating
and
supporting
schools,
preschools
and
sports clubs throughout the country. In 2014
we met with 29,792 children and educated
9,991 adults in ways to prevent bullying, harassment
and discrimination.

One thing we have learned at Friends after more
than 18 years of anti-bullying work is that there is
no universal method for prevention. But there are
universal rights for children and adolescents and one
of these is the right to feel safe at school. In order for
this to become reality the whole community needs
to get involved – schools, parents, children and
decision-makers.
The Education Act sets high standards for schools,
but it assigns the ultimate responsibility to the owners
of the schools – both private owners and municipal
authorities. According to the Swedish Schools
Inspectorate, two in three schools are falling short in
their efforts to ensure a safe environment. We believe
that Sweden’s decision-makers have an obligation
to support the schools with shortcomings through
a national initiative to boost knowledge about safety
issues.
We want safe and secure schools that provide
children with the best possible environment in which
to learn. All children want to learn and develop, but
it is up to us adults to give them the right tools and
environment.
Lars Arrhenius
Secretary General, Friends

About the Report
The report is based on data from Friends’ survey service in which
15,087 children answered questions about bullying, intimidation
and harassment. 7,188 students in grades 3–6 and 7,899 in
grades 6–9 took part. The data was collected between August
1, 2014 and June 1, 2015 through web-based, age-appropriate
surveys conducted at schools.Not all of the schools had previously
taken part in Friends training, but all of them chose to assess the
situation at their school with the help of Friends. The schools are
spread out throughout Sweden and are in both metropolitan and
rural areas.

Friends did not select the participating schools and the
respondents are entirely anonymous. 2,399 employees completed
the staff survey, 1,937 of these are teachers, 96 are principals and
366 are other school staff. Friends’ surveys are based on current
legislation and address harassment, intimidation, discrimination
and bullying as well as wellbeing, safety and knowledge of/
participation in efforts to ensure equal treatment at schools. The
quotes included in the report are a selection of the respondents’
responses to open-ended questions.
FRIENDS REPORT 2015 3

INTRODUCTION

“No child should need to go to school
and be treated badly.”

W

hy didn’t I just walk away? Why did I stay
by the door of the staff room listening? I
heard a teacher laughing as she was telling
the others about how funny is was that I brought my
family problems with me to school; about the hard
time the others gave me; how I went around in a state
of constant anxiety and how I felt so sorry for myself.
Although my 11-year old self wanted to explode,
tip over all the furniture and throw food at the walls
of the staffroom, I kept my typical northern cool. I
walked in, stood in the middle of the room and asked
the question that totally killed the atmosphere. The
question that wiped the smile off everyone’s face:“Hi
there. What were you talking about?” The teachers
responded that it was an adult conversation and told
me to go back to my classroom.
I stormed out and went back to class. My counselor
noticed right away that something had happened,
so I told her about those stupid lying teachers. I said
I wanted to report them. I wasn’t really sure what I
meant by “report them.” The only thing I knew was
that bad people should be reported. In that moment
I felt so angry, sad and disappointed; not only at the
teachers, but also at the principal who just shrugged
his shoulders. I felt powerless.
I understood right away that something was wrong.
No child should need to go to school and be treated
badly. Particularly not by an adult. A teacher talking
behind a student’s back can have devastating
consequences. But despite those knuckleheaded
4

teachers and other occasional setbacks, I’m sitting
here today and writing this introduction to the Friends
Report you are about to read. I want to do something
to make sure that other children have a better and
safer experience at school than I did. When I need
motivation and inspiration, I get in touch with other
people. I make friends with people across boundaries;
I get to know different people.
Those reading this report can also make a difference.
As a young person, you have responsibilities, rights
and obligations – just like an adult. You can help
create an inclusive atmosphere at school and a
community where everyone feels welcome. But the
main responsibility and power rests with adults. As
an adult, you have the power to change and impact
young lives. Whether you want to or not. But with
power comes responsibility. As a teacher or other
school employee you are responsible for the safety of
the students. As a parent you are responsible for your
own child’s safety.
I’m involved in children’s rights issues because all
children have the right to a safe childhood; because
everyone has the same value, and because I want to
help promote a more inclusive Sweden. Regardless
of whether you are a child or an adult, you can make
a difference. To all of the adults: use your power in the
right way.
Arvid Nordvall
Friends Youth Council

KEY FINDINGS

Key findings

1/5

have been subjected to

The most common types of
harassment or intimidation

harassment or intimidation by
another student over the past
year
1. Offensive

2. Mean looks or

3. Physical

comments

facial expressions

harassment

Most common forms of harassment

ETHNICITY GENDER

SEXUAL HARASSMENT

One in five young people who have

1/12

been harassed or bullied have not told
anyone about it.

have been bullied by another student over
the past year.

9/10

10%

One in ten students in grades 7–9
have been subjected to harassment
or intimidation by an adult at school.

adults at school think that school staff take action
when harassment happens, but only one in two
students think they do.
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HARASSMENT, INTIMIDATION & BULLYING AT SCHOOL

Harassment, intimidation &
bullying at school
One in five students in grades 4–9 were subjected to harassment or intimidation
by another student over the past year and 8 percent were bullied. On average, one
child in every class has been bullied for several months or longer.

How common are acts of
harassment, intimidation and
bullying?
Although most children feel safe at school, acts of
harassment, intimidation and bullying take place all
too often. One in five students in grades 4–9 state that
they were subjected to harassment or intimidation
by another student over the past year. Degrading
treatment (kränkande behandling) is the term used in
the Swedish Education Act and is defined as behavior
that violates a child’s dignity.
In the survey, bullying is defined as when someone is
subjected to harassment or other acts of intimidation
by one or more people on a number of different
occasions. A victim of bullying may feel like they are
in a position of weakness and find it hard to defend
themselves. An average of 8 percent of children and
adolescents have been bullied over the past year. It is
more common for girls to be subjected to individual
acts of intimidation or harassment, while bullying is
as common among boys as it is among girls. Both
bullying and acts of intimidation or harassment are
most common among younger students in grades
4–6 than in grades 7–9.
The most common form of harassment is offensive
comments. But psychological harassment* such as
facial expressions, looks and exclusion are common,
particularly among girls. Physical harassment such
a pushing, hitting and kicking are more common in
grades 4–6, while online harassment or intimidation
are more common in grades 7–9.

6

Prolonged victimization
In most cases the victimization stops after a few
weeks, but 4 percent of children and adolescents
state that they have been bullied for several months
or longer. That represents one child in every class.
Being bullied can lead, among other things, to low
self-esteem, worrying, anxiety, depression and
suicidal thoughts1. Children who are victimized
for a long period also experience a lower sense of
connection and purpose and run a greater risk of
being excluded2. It is important to pay attention to
these situations and to take steps immediately, and
for the children involved to receive help and support.
Social support from adults is important to stop
a situation where a child is a victim of intimidation,
harassment or bullying. It is also important for the
victim to receive support after the victimization has
stopped to build up their confidence and prevent it
from happening again. In order for a child who has
been victimized or has seen another child being
victimized to decide to tell an adult, it is important for
adults to show that they are there for them. Children in
grades 4–6 who have been victimized are more likely
to tell an adult at home, while students in grades 7–9
are more likely to turn to a friend or a sibling. One in
five children or adolescents who have been harassed,
intimidated or bullied have not told anyone about it.

*Psychological harassment is also called social or silent
harassment.

HARASSMENT, INTIMIDATION & BULLYING AT SCHOOL

“I feel like a worthless person.”
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HARASSMENT, INTIMIDATION & BULLYING AT SCHOOL

Have you been subjected to harassment or intimidation by another student over
the past year?
Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

28%

Girl

25%

22%

Boy

18%

Yes

Yes

Total: 25%

Total: 22%

Do you feel like you have been bullied by another student over the past year?
Grades 3–6

11%

Grades 6–9

Girl
9%

7%

Yes

Boy

6%

Yes

For how long have you been bullied?
3%

About a week

2%

3%

Several weeks/a month

1%

Several months or more

4%

Grades 3-6
Grades 6-9

4%

In what way have you been subjected to harassment or intimidation?
(Base: Have been intimidated, harassed or bullied. Multiple choice question.)
Grades 3–6

Offensive comments

78%

Mean looks or facial expressions

39%

Grades 6–9

1. Verbal 68% 2. Psychological 52% 3. Physical 20%
8

Physical harassment

28%

HARASSMENT, INTIMIDATION & BULLYING AT SCHOOL

Over the past year have you ever received an offensive text or message from
another student?
Grades 3–6

Girl

Grades 6–9

Boy

20%
14%

11%

8%

Yes

Yes

Over the past year, has another student ever written something offensive about
you online?
Grades 3–6

6%

Grades 6–9

Girl

15%

Boy
8%

6%

Yes

Yes

Have you told anyone that you have been intimidated, harassed or bullied?
(Base: Have been intimidated, harassed or bullied. Multiple choice question.)

Grades 3-6
Grades 6-9

57%

53%
41%

40%

43%
28%

24%
11% 11%

An adult at home

A friend/sibling

An adult at school

Someone else

16%

No, I have not told
anyone
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HARASSMENT

Harassment
Acts of intimidation associated with any of the grounds of discrimination is called
harassment. Common forms of harassment at school are associated with gender,
ethnicity or are sexual harassment*.

Harassment at school
When children and adolescents talk about the type of
harassment that has taken place, they usually say that it
is related to things like relationships, interests, musical
taste, style of clothing or appearance. But among
students in both grades 4–6 and 7–9, harassment
associated with some form of discrimination also
takes place. In the Swedish Discrimination Act, this is
defined as harassment and is described as behavior
that violates a child’s dignity and is associated with
some form of discrimination relating to gender,
transgender identity or expression, ethnic affiliation,
religion or other belief system, disability, sexual
orientation or age.
Many children and adolescents respond that they
have been subjected to harassment based on gender,
and in meetings with them they say that it is because
they have gone against a norm by not looking or
acting like boys and girls are expected to. One in
five of the children and adolescents who have been
subjected to harassment respond that it is related to
their ethnicity/which country they come from. This
may be harassment linked to a person’s nationality or
ethnicity, but could also be associated with a person’s
skin color, appearance or name. Research shows that
children who were born outside Sweden or to parents
from another country are three times as likely to be
bullied than other children of the same age3. Having

a disability increases the risk of being victimized. A
study from Uppsala University, for example, shows
that the risk for 4th grade students diagnosed with
ADHD being bullied is ten times higher than students
without the diagnosis4. Other examples of harassment
at school might include being the victim of a malicious
rumor about being homosexual or bisexual, offensive
comments because of being religious, age-related
teasing or being ill-treated because of having a
different gender identity than the one perceived by
people around them.

Sexual harassment
One in ten students in grades 4–9 state that they
were subjected to sexual harassment over the past
year. Sexual harassment is most common among
girls in grades 7–9. Sexual harassment is behavior
of a sexual nature that violates a person’s dignity.
Examples of sexual harassment include comments,
whistling, looks, messages, touching or rumors about
sex or the victim’s body, and which make the victim
feel uncomfortable.
Harassment is serious when it is linked to power
structures in society. The responses to open-ended
questions also indicate that children have been
victims of discrimination-related violation, such as
hate crimes, assault and battery.

*The question concerning what the violation was about was only
posed to those who had been subjected to harassment, while all
participants were asked the question about sexual harassment.
For this reason it is not possible to make a direct comparison
between the results.
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HARASSMENT

What was the harassment about? (Base: Have been subjected to harassment. Multiple choice question.)
Grades 3-6
21%

Grades 6-9
16%

Which country you
come from

Who you fall in love
with

11%

11%

That you are a girl
or a boy

That you believe or
don’t believe in god

Your disability

13%

12%

11%

Disability

Sexual orientation

Religion or other
belief system

9%

32%

15%

Gender/transgender
identity*

Ethnic affiliation

*Gender and transgender identity have been combined because our interpretation of the
high percentage of transgender identity (17%) is instead in many cases linked with gender.

Have you been subjected to sexual harassment by a student at school in the past
year? (Yes) (This question was posed to everyone.)
Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

10% 8%
Girl

Boy

13% 8%
Girl

Boy

What is discrimination? In the glossary on p. 30 you will find
definitions of some of the terms used in this report.

FRIENDS REPORT 2015 11

SUBJECTED TO HARASSMENT OR INTIMIDATION BY AN ADULT

Subjected to harassment
or intimidation by an adult
One in ten students in grades 7–9 have been subjected to harassment or intimidation by an adult at school over the past year. These cases must be taken especially seriously as adults are the ones responsible for creating a safe environment at
school and for preventing harassment and intimidation.

Verbal abuse is the most common
form
6 percent of children in grades 4–6 say that they
have been harassed or intimidated by an adult at
school over the past year. In grades 7–9 the statistic
is one in ten. Most cases involve an individual act of
harassment, but sometimes students are subjected
to repeated harassment by school staff.
Most victims say that they were subjected to verbal
harassment when a member of the school staff said
something mean or hurtful to them. In the responses
to open-ended questions students frequently
describe incidents where a teacher has made a joke
at the student’s expense or called them stupid in front
of the rest of the class. Young people we talk to say
that one serious consequence of being subjected to
abuse by adults in front of other people is the risk
that this behavior legitimizes abuse by others and this
increases the instances of abuse. This is confirmed in
2015 Annual Report of the Ombudsman for Children5.
Psychological harassment is almost as common as
verbal harassment and may, for example, involve
students being ignored or not being allowed to speak
up in the classroom, where a teacher laughs when a
child cannot answer a question or where the child is
not given help and support from an adult at school
when they ask for it. Sometimes physical harassment
also occurs. Students describe everything from how
school staff have dragged them or pulled their clothes,
to being hit or receiving serious threats of violence.

Children’s experiences are not taken
seriously
Children also describe how adults at school do not
take their experiences seriously. For example, adults
12

do not do anything when they see a student being
harassed or abused by a member of staff and give
themselves the right to determine what is or is not
an act of intimidation or harassment. Sometimes
school staff defend the behavior of other adults
by saying that the person did not mean any harm,
or they blame the student by claiming that children
and adolescents are too sensitive. Telling someone
what has happened is a big step and that is why
it is important for the school to react and take the
student’s story seriously when they have the courage
to ask for help. School staff should not be the ones to
evaluate the seriousness of a situation; the accounts
and experiences of the students determine this6.
Often adults have no intention of subjecting children
to harassment, but school staff find themselves in a
position of power in relation to the students and that
is why it is important for the staff to talk openly about
this and pay attention to how students perceive their
actions.

Staff members have a duty to act
Three in ten do not know or are uncertain what to do if
a student has been harassed or intimidated by a staff
member. Staff members who witness or learn about
an act of harassment of a student by a colleague
have a duty to act. They are also obliged to report
the incident to the principal who in turn should report
it to the school’s governing body. It is important that
situations in which a student has been victimized by
a staff member are investigated by the principal and
not the school safety team. One way of preventing
incidents of student harassment by an adult at school
is to create a forum for discussion, self-reflection and
support within the staff team. The school’s governing
body has ultimate responsibility for ensuring that the
staff have the requisite knowledge and support.

SUBJECTED TO HARASSMENT OR INTIMIDATION BY AN ADULT

Have you been subjected to harassment or intimidation by an adult at school over
the past year? (Yes)

6%

10%

Grades 3-6

Grades 6-9

In what way were you victimized? (Grades 6–9) (Base: Have been subjected to harassment or intimidation
by an adult. Multiple choice question.)
61%
52%

17%
10%

Verbal

Physical

Psychological

Through text or
images

Did you tell anyone that you were harassed or intimidated by an adult at school?
(Grades 6–9) (Base: Have been subjected to harassment or intimidation by an adult. Multiple choice question.)
46%
37%
26%

26%
11%

A friend/sibling

An adult at home

An adult at school

Someone else

Question to school staff:

Do you know what to do if you witness or learn about a
student being harassed or intimidated by a member of staff?
(Yes)

No, I have not told
anyone

71%

by a member of staff
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CHILDREN OR ADOLESCENTS WHO VICTIMIZE OTHERS

Children or adolescents
who victimize others
One in five children or adolescents respond that they have victimized another student over the past year. Many of those who victimize others have been the victim of
harassment or bullying themselves.

Switching roles
One in five students respond that they have victimized
another student at school at least once over the
past year. Owning up to harassment, intimidation or
bullying of another person – both admitting it to the
person him/herself and to the people around them
– can be difficult. There are many possible reasons
why children or adolescents victimize others. There
are often several different layers to the background
and causes.
People often switch roles in social contexts and a
child or adolescent can victimize others and at the
same time be the victim of intimidation, bullying
or harassment themselves. Among those who
responded that they have victimized or harassed
another student over the past year, an average of one
in two have been victims of harassment themselves.
On average, young people who victimize others are
also more likely to be victims of bullying. Those who
have victimized others and have also been victimized
are also more likely to suffer from physical illness7.

The right support is important
It can sometimes be difficult for a parent/guardian
or adult at school to understand the different roles
that children or students have in the classroom
or among their friends. If you as an adult become

aware that a child has been harassed or intimidated
by another person, it is important to be clear and to
show them that it is never OK to victimize others,
while also remembering that children or adolescents
who victimize others also need support. Children
and adolescents who victimize others have to bear
the blame more often for a situation where they have
been victims themselves. One example could be
where a child has been mean to a classmate and then
becomes a victim themselves, but is subsequently
denied support and help because the child has
intimidated, bullied or harassed others.
To ensure that every student receives the right
support, it is therefore important to investigate
each instance of harassment individually. Incidents
where one student has victimized another should
be investigated separately from incidents where the
same student was the victim. The school authorities
are responsible for ensuring that the school has
clear routines, knowledge and resources in order to
offer support to student victims and students who
victimize others. This is also important in cases where
a student switches roles.
It is important for students to remember that it is never
too late to change their behavior. Telling an adult they
trust and receiving support and help is a good first
step.

Have you victimized or harassed another student at school over the past year?
(Yes)

10%
Grades 3–6

14

30%
Grades 6-9

CHILDREN OR ADOLESCENTS WHO VICTIMIZE OTHERS

“I sometimes say stupid things when I’m really angry.
It’s like an angry blackout.”

Have you been subjected to
harassment or intimidation by
another student over the past year?

54%
Yes

(Base: Have subjected another student to
ill-treatment, harassment or intimidation.)
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WHY DO ACTS OF INTIMIDATION, BULLYING & HARASSMENT HAPPEN?

Why do acts of
intimidation, bullying and
harassment happen?
To promote equal treatment and to prevent various forms of intimidation and
harassment, it is important to understand how and why intimidation, bullying and harassment happen.

Analysis from different perspectives
Every instance of victimization of a child or adolescent
is unique and there are often several factors at play.
To understand a situation where a child has been
victimized it is therefore important to look at the
individual, group, institutional and social perspective.
We have noticed that schools often focus on the
individual perspective and try to find an explanation
for why a situation has arisen for a particular victim
or victimizer. Intimidating or harassing others can
be a way for a person to raise their own status in a
group or to reinforce an existing position of power.
But by opening our eyes and analyzing the situation
from several different perspectives we can gain a
more comprehensive picture. It may, for example, be
necessary to analyze the sense of security in a group,
the leadership of an organization and which norms
apply at school and in society.

Norm-critical approach
Norms can be described as invisible rules and are
based on perceptions of what is normal and what
deviates from that which is considered normal at
school and in society. Examples of norms in society

16

may include boys being expected to have different
interests compared to girls. There are also norms that
are specific to a certain school or class. These may
be in the form of unspoken rules and expectations
about what clothing style is in fashion or which music
people should listen to. Common to these norms is
that they may restrict a person’s actions and behavior.
The fewer norms a person fits into, the more restricted
a person will be. Not adhering to the norms can lead
to various types of discrimination, harassment and
intimidation8.
Schools can create a more inclusive environment by
taking a norm-critical approach. This involves drawing
attention to and exposing norms, talking about what
benefits they give a person who is within the norm,
and having the courage to challenge norms instead
of trying to get people to fit into a mold. One concrete
example of what teachers can do is to use double
strategies, i.e. to challenge the restricting norms at
school and incorporate the things that they exclude in
their classroom instruction. It is important for schools
to use surveys and analysis to identify the norms that
exist in their own school and to talk about them with
the students.

WHY DO ACTS OF INTIMIDATION, BULLYING & HARASSMENT HAPPEN?

“All of the girls in the class had posted a private picture that I couldn’t see
where they made fun of me and laughed at me, about how dorky I am.”

What is the atmosphere like in your class? (Grades 6–9)
28%

Very good atmosphere
46% Fairly good atmosphere

17% Neither good nor bad
6% Fairly bad atmosphere
4% Very bad atmosphere

FRIENDS REPORT 2015 17

SAFETY AT SCHOOL

Safety at school
Most children feel safe at school and are not worried about being subjected to illtreatment or harassment. Increased student participation in efforts to improve safety
and ensuring that more children feel they have an adult to talk to are areas where
schools could do more to further increase the number of children who feel safe.

A safe learning environment

Student participation

A good and safe learning environment – from both a
physical and psychological perspective – is essential if
children and adolescents are to be happy and able to
develop in their education9. Most children feel safe at
school and are not worried about being subjected to
ill-treatment or harassment. Although most students
feel safe, some of them do not. One in four students
in grades 4–6 responded that they are sometimes
worried about being ill-treated at school and one in
five girls in grades 7–9 state that they sometimes or
often feel lonely.

One in four respond that students do not get to
participate in the school’s safety improvement efforts.
Student participation should be based on allowing
students to be involved in defining the problems,
taking action and evaluating the school’s efforts.
Research also shows that schools that include
students in the process have a greater chance of
improving educational results and reducing bullying10.

A lot of children and adolescents experience the
bathrooms and changing rooms as unsafe places.
This could be because of insecure locks on bathroom
stalls or because other students stand outside and
pull on the door handles. They may also be afraid
that someone will come into the changing room while
they are changing or feel unsafe changing in the same
room as others. Both girls and boys say that they find
appearance norms tough to deal with; norms that
make them compare their bodies with others in the
changing room. There is also a link between unsafe
places and a lack of adult supervision. When we asked
children what adults at school could do to create a
safe environment, a frequent response was that they
want more adults in the schoolyard, hallways, break
rooms and cafeteria.

To create a safe environment it is important for
children and adolescents to have an adult to talk to
if something happens. Two in ten students in grades
4–6 and four in ten in grades 7–9 state that they do not
have an adult at school to talk to if they are ill-treated
or harassed. In order for children to feel safe and trust
adults at school, it is important for the staff to show
that they are there for them. Classroom teachers and
counselors are the adults at school who students say
they would talk to first if they had been ill-treated.

66%
Yes

Have you been told what you can do if
you or another student is ill-treated/
harassed/intimidated? (Grades 3–6)

18

SAFETY AT SCHOOL

Are you worried about being ill-treated/harassed/intimidated at school? (Grades 3-6)
60% No, seldom/never
26% Sometimes
7% Yes, most of the time/always
7% Don’t know
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SAFETY AT SCHOOL

Do you feel lonely at school? (Grades 6–9)
61%
46%

Girl
34%

Boy

28%
16%
8%

Seldom

No, never

4%

Sometimes

3%

Most of the time/
always

Where do you feel unsafe?
Grades 3-6
Grades 6-9

Bathrooms

20%

20

16%

Changing rooms

15%

10%

Internet

7%

7%

SAFETY AT SCHOOL

Are there staff members at school who you feel you could talk to and get help
from if you were to be ill-treated/harassed?
Grades 3-6

78%

Grades 6-9
61%

26%
13%

15%

7%
Yes

No

Don’t know

Who would you like to talk to?
78%
72%

Grades 3-6
Grades 6-9

33%
23%

My counselor/
classroom teacher

School nurse/
student health
representative

28% 29%

25%
18%

Another teacher

Another member
of staff at school

14%

11%

Principal

Are students given the opportunity to be involved/participate in the school’s
safety efforts?
Grades 6–9

39% Yes
36% To some extent
25% No
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ADULT KNOWLEDGE & ACTIONS

Adult knowledge
& actions
Most adults at school believe that they have sufficient knowledge in issues relating
to equal treatment and respond that they know what to do if a student is subjected to harassment or intimidation. One in two students respond that they think the
adults at school take action when they find out that a student is being harassed or
intimidated.

Knowledge & cooperation

Adult actions

A majority of school staff think they have sufficient
knowledge in issues relating to safety and equal
treatment, but three in ten feel they have only a partial
understanding or no knowledge at all. The knowledge
that is required relates to efforts to foster a safe
environment, prevention work, conflict management
and acute measures, as well as more in-depth
knowledge in areas such as challenging norms, antiracism and online harassment or intimidation.

Nine in ten members of school staff think that
staff members act when they witness or learn
about a student being subjected to harassment or
intimidation. One in two students respond that they
think the adults in school take action most of the
time or always when they notice or find out about
a student being harassed or intimidated. When the
students we meet have a chance to say what they
think is the reason for this discrepancy, they usually
say that adults do not always understand how
serious the harassment is for the student victim.

75 percent of school staff feel that they receive
support from their colleagues in efforts to improve
equal treatment, and six in ten think that the members
of staff are motivated in efforts to improve safety
and equal treatment. To create a safe school it is
important for all adults at school to feel that they are
participating and taking joint responsibility for student
safety. Several research reports show that an effective
means of reducing bullying is a whole-school effort
involving everyone at school11. Principals and school
administrators have an important role to play in driving
the issue of safety at school and ensuring that all staff
members feel that they have sufficient knowledge and
support.

22

Students also say that adults do not always have time
to help them, which leads to a situation where the
harassment or bullying is allowed to continue for a
long time before anyone intervenes. It is important
for adults to act immediately when they witness or
learn about a student being harassed or intimidated.
If children and adolescents do not feel that members
of staff speak out when someone is ill-treated, there is
a risk of the trust they have in them being damaged. It
is even more difficult to tell an adult about harassment
if the student sees that they do not do anything when
an incident happens.

ADULT KNOWLEDGE & ACTIONS

Do you think that you have sufficient
knowledge in safety and equal
treatment issues?

Do you feel that you receive support
from your colleagues in efforts to
promote equal treatment?

69% Yes

69%

75%

25% To some extent

Yes

In your experience, are members of
staff motivated in efforts to ensure
equal treatment?

4% No

In your experience, do members of staff at
school act when they witness or learn about
a student being subjected to harassment or
intimidation?

61% Yes
31% To some extent

Yes

21% To some extent

Yes

6% No

61%

75% Yes

87% Yes

87%

11% To some extent

Yes

8% No

2% No

Question to students:

To you think that adults act when they see/learn about a
student being ill-treated/harassed/intimidated?
57%

53%

Grades 3–6
Grades 6-9

27%

24%

23%

6%
Yes, most of the
time/always

Sometimes

No, seldom/never
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SUCCESS FACTORS FOR PREVENTING BULLYING

Success factors for
preventing bullying
The first step in a successful effort to ensure a safe
environment is to determine your own school’s needs
and circumstances by conducting surveys. Without
a full understanding of the situation at your school it
is impossible to know what measures are needed.
After both students and staff have shared their
experiences in surveys, you can analyze the results
and use them to produce proposals for steps to
take. Friends recommend that schools use a “whole-

1

2

3

4

5
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school effort” in which everyone at the school – from
teachers to administrators and from the youngest to
the oldest students as well as their parents/guardians
are involved and feel that they are participants in
anti-bullying efforts. Involving the whole school is a
good way of preventing bullying from occurring. It is
important to promote a common attitude about what
a safe school means and how to achieve it together.
Everyone has an important role to play in this.

Base efforts on your school’s situation
Surveys and analysis form the foundation for safety promoting efforts. Information can be gathered
in a number of ways, e.g. through surveys where students and teachers answer questions and in
conversations, observations or analysis of documents. It is also important to identify and document the
level of competence among the staff.
Include everyone
All adults at school should communicate and uphold the school’s values – both in and outside of the
classroom. It is important that these efforts are not just focused on themed days, counselling sessions or
in certain classes, but are incorporated on a daily basis. The school’s values should be incorporated in
systematic quality improvement efforts involving focused analysis, goals, planning and follow-up.
The students are experts
One success factor in creating a safe school environment is to include students in the process. The
starting point is involving students in defining the problems, taking action and evaluating the school’s
efforts. This will ensure that initiatives are more well-founded and more relevant and efficient because they
are based on the everyday experiences of the students. Children and adolescents are the experts when
it comes to their own school.
Create a common understanding
All staff members should know when behavior crosses the line and becomes harassment and what to do
if it happens. These issues should be constantly addressed and parents should also be included. For both
students and staff, it is important to have a common understanding of what constitutes a violation of the
values and what is happening. One way of including parents is, e.g. to hold parent meetings to discuss
any degrading language and create common guidelines for how to discuss these at home and at school.
Systematic quality control
Schools should systematically and continuously document, analyze, plan and develop their work. In order
to be sure of being on the right path, it is important for efforts and initiatives to be documented, evaluated
and followed up on an ongoing basis. If it becomes evident, despite the efforts, that the situation is not
improving, new measures need to be developed. It is important for it to be clear who is responsible for
what and to have well-established routines.

SUCCESS FACTORS FOR PREVENTING BULLYING

Legislation
The Swedish Education Act and Discrimination Act
regulate which rights and responsibilities, children,
students and their parents/guardians have. The
Education Act also describes what the school
authorities are required to do.
The Act establishes that if a school employee
learns that a student feels harassed or bullied,
the employee has a duty to act. This means
that the school must investigate and prevent the
harassment from continuing as soon as possible.
Staff at school or preschools who become aware
that a child considers him/herself to have been a
victim of degrading treatment have a duty to report
it to the school or preschool principal. This person
must in turn communicate the issue to the school’s
governing body.

Plan to stop degrading treatment
and discrimination/Equal
Treatment Plan
Schools should prepare a plan every year to stop
degrading treatment and discrimination. The plan
is sometimes called the Equal Treatment Plan. The
plan should describe which measures should be
planned and how these should be implemented
and followed up.
The document should also describe the school’s
efforts to foster a safe environment and prevention
work, and which acute routines the school has
when an incident occurs. This should be based on
an analysis of the children’s situation.
Students should be involved in preparing, following
up and evaluating the plan. It is also important to
document this process.

§

The Education Act also states that schools must
act according to the best interests of the child and
create a safe and secure learning environment at
school.

“How should I as an adult act
if harassment occurs?”

1

2

Intervene & report
As an adult it is important to always act
when you witness or learn that a student
feels that they have been harassed or
intimidated. Report the matter to the
relevant teacher, the safety team and the
principal.
Investigate & plan actions
Investigate incidents immediately, contact
guardians, assess actions and create a
program of action if necessary.

3

4

Document
Document all efforts and actions taken
from the time the school learns about the
event.

Follow up & evaluate
Is there a need for new measures over and
above those we have implemented?
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INTERVIEWS

”The students always
come first.”
Hi Beatrice, Principal of Nya Munken school in
Linköping!
How did you assess and document the situation
at your school?
It was important for us to have continuity in our efforts
to assess and document the situation at school. We
use Friends’ surveys where students can answer
questions about how safe and happy they feel. We
also use them to survey the staff to find out how
they feel about the situation at school and to see if
there is a need for professional development and
training. In addition to this we have held meetings
with the student council to discuss safety at school,
implement academic year evaluations and, during our
theme days, determine where the potential unsafe
areas, or “red zones,” are.
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What have you done to follow up on the results
of assessments and surveys?
Friends helped us to conduct the surveys and analyze
the results. It is good to have someone from outside
reviewing our results because they can see things
that are difficult for us to see. We get an “outside
perspective” which can provide new insights. The
results and analysis were presented to the school
administration, students and staff members. I regard
the student council’s participation as particularly
beneficial.

Were there any results that surprised you?
One result from the surveys which we reacted to
was that there were students who felt that they
had been harassed or intimidated by the staff. This
was a difficult result for us, but at the same time it
is extremely important that it came up and led to
positive and constructive dialogue within the staff
team. If a student feels they have been victimized, we
must always take it seriously and never dismiss or try
to rationalize it.
Through the survey, we found out that some students
were not sure who to turn to if something happened.
As a result we have now opened an email account
for the safety team to make it easier for the students.
What has the survey resulted in?
Above all we have data showing what the situation is
really like. Based on the results we have developed
goals and strategies that we have integrated into
our plan for the year. Right now we are working on
following up on last year’s goals.

INTERVIEWS

Do you have any practical tips for other schools?
I think it’s important to create an atmosphere of
openness among the staff and students. The students
should always feel that they come first and that they
are important. The educational opportunities we have
had with the staff have also resulted in a more open
climate among the staff so that they are not afraid to
talk about difficult things.

Another tip is to share the work between many
people. We have a safety team consisting of eight
people to which others at the school can turn for
advice and support. But it’s important for all of the
staff to feel that they are participating and taking joint
responsibility for student safety – from the principal
and teachers to janitors and cooks.

“All schools have different
circumstances.”
Hi Christian,
Educator & Regional Coordinator for Friends!
Why is it important for schools to conduct surveys and analysis?
If efforts to ensure a safe environment are to have the best possible impact,
it’s important for initiatives to be based on the school’s actual situation.
The situation is different at each school, and surveys and analysis enable
schools to identify the particular challenges that they face. Allowing both
the staff and students to answer questions about safety at school also
makes it possible to compare the students’ and staff members’ reality. We
may learn, for example, that psychological harassment is common among
the students, but that the staff are mainly aware only of students being
victims of physical or verbal harassment.
Both our experience and our research show that schools that admit to
having challenges in this area are more likely to have students who feel
safe. Being honest and drawing attention to the challenges that exist show
that the adults are aware of the situation, take the students seriously and
actually want to change and improve the situation.
Do you have any tips for schools that want to improve their safety work?
Many schools are good at handling acute situations, but have not come as far in their efforts to foster a safe
environment and prevent incidents. One example of a preventive measure could be to find out which areas of
the school the students feel are unsafe and then initiate a dialogue with them to get suggestions about how to
make these places safer. Efforts to foster a safe environment involve promoting respect for the equal value of
all people and this is a process that should be ongoing. This is often a big challenge for schools and requires
all staff members to have the same attitude and to all take part in upholding the schools values.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

Frequently asked
questions & answers
What is the difference between
bullying and degrading treatment?
Degrading treatment (kränkande behandling) is the term
used in the Swedish Education Act and is defined as
behavior that violates a child’s dignity. Bullying is where a
person has been subjected to harassment or intimidation
by one or more people on a number of occasions. A
victim of bullying may feel like they are in a position of
weakness and find it hard to defend themselves.

How common are online harassment
or intimidation?
According to Friends Online Report 2015, a third of
all young people have been subjected to harassment
or other acts of intimidation online in the past year.
The most common form of harassment is malicious
comments or messages. More information about online
harassment or intimidation is available at: www.friends.
se/friends-online-report-2015

What can you as a student do if
someone is being bullied?
If you as a student are subjected to harassment or
bullying or see someone else being ill-treated, you should
talk to an adult you trust. This could be an adult at school
or at home, a coach or perhaps a friend’s parent. It is not
the responsibility of children to stop bullying – that is an
adult’s responsibility.

Can bullying be stopped?
Yes. Through lasting, continuous preventive measures
bullying can be reduced. Research shows that one
effective way of reducing bullying is what is called a
“whole school effort.” This means that teachers, students
and parents are all involved in the effort to create a safe
environment. Friends’ surveys also show that at schools
that have worked with Friends for a year, bullying has
been reduced by an average of 24 percent.
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How do I as a parent/guardian know if
my child has been a victim of bullying
and what can I do?
You know your child better than anyone else. Think
about whether your child’s behavior has changed; for
example, that your child doesn’t bring friends home and
doesn’t go to their friends’ homes. Another sign could be
an unwillingness to talk about school or that your child
becomes withdrawn and doesn’t want to go to school.
It can be difficult for children to tell their parents that they
have been victimized, so it is important for parents to talk
to their children and show that they are there for them.
Show an interest in school and ask questions about their
friends and what the atmosphere is like. If you realize that
your child has been victimized, tell your child that the
person who has harassed or bullied them has behaved
inappropriately. Emphasize the fact that it is not your
child’s fault – anyone can be a victim of harassment or
bullying. Be clear about the fact that the situation can
be changed. Agree with your child about how you will
approach the school and who you will talk to there.

What can I do if my child is victimizing
others?
Talk to your child about what has happened and be clear
about the fact that harassment is never OK. Emphasize
the fact that this is negative behavior that you will not
accept, rather than accusing the child as a person.
Talk about the situation and try to get your child to put
themselves in the position of the victim to imagine how
that person feels. Let your child know that you are there
to listen, support and help them.
Agree with your child on a joint plan to make a change
and how he/she can make it up to the victim. Create a
positive relationship with the school and decide how
to communicate in the future in order to stay informed
about the situation. Ask yourself what you as a parent
can do to reinforce your child’s capacity for empathy
and self-esteem. Finally, it is also important for you to
encourage your child once the bullying has stopped.
Words of appreciation motivate children to cooperate.
Positive reinforcement strengthens a child’s self-esteem.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

“How do I, as a parent/guardian, know if my
child has been a victim of bullying and what can I do?”

1

Talk to your child about
what’s going on.

2

Talk to the classroom
teacher or counselor.

3

Contact the school principal.

4
5

If you do not receive help from the school,
take the matter to the municipality or the
school’s governing body.
If you do not think the school is
doing enough, contact the Child
and School Student Representative
(BEO) or the Equality Ombudsman
(DO).

“My child is victimizing others,
what can I do?”

1

Talk to your child about
what’s going on.

2

Create a plan of action
with your child to change
the situation.

3

Develop a positive relationship with the school.

4

Ask yourself what
you can do to support your child.

5

Encourage your child once
the bullying has stopped.

FRIENDS REPORT 2015 29

GLOSSARY

Glossary
HARASSMENT AND OTHER ACTS OF INTIMIDATION is an
overarching phrase that includes bullying, harassment and other
forms of degrading treatment. In the survey, harassment and
intimidation is defined as an action that makes the victim feel
sad, hurt or inferior.
DEGRADING TREATMENT is the term used in legal contexts
to prohibit harassment or intimidation that is not associated with
any of the grounds of discrimination. Degrading treatment is
defined as behavior that violates a person’s dignity.
BULLYING is when a person has been subjected to harassment
or intimidation by one or more people on a number of occasions.
A victim of bullying may feel like they are in a position of weakness
and find it hard to defend themselves.
DISCRIMINATION is when an adult in school, e.g. a teacher,
treats one pupil unfairly or worse than another one based on one
of the seven grounds of discrimination: gender, gender identity
or gender expression, ethnic affiliation, religion or other belief
system, disability, sexual orientation or age.
HARASSMENT is when a person is harassed based on one of
the seven grounds of discrimination. One incident is sufficient for
a person to be guilty of harassment.
SEXUAL HARASSMENT is behavior of a sexual nature that
violates a person’s dignity. Examples of sexual harassment
include comments, whistling, looks, messages, touching or
rumors relating to sex or the body that make the person who is
targeted feel uncomfortable.
A PLAN TO STOP DEGRADING TREATMENT AND DISCRIMINATION/EQUAL TREATMENT PLAN is a plan that
schools produce every year. The plan contains information about
the school’s procedures to stop harassment, intimidation and
discrimination.
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