
Friends Report
2016



PRODUCTION Frida Warg GRAPHIC DESIGN Oskar Eklind LEGALLY RESPONSIBLE PUBLISHER Lars Arrhenius 

COVER Kenny Bengtsson PRINTING  PrintR, Stockholm

www.friends.se/eng • info@friends.se • facebook.com/stiftelsenfriends • instagram.com/stiftelsenfriends 



”They think I’m too 
ugly to even exist.
Response from a student
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FOREWORD

Imagine 60,000 children standing before you! 
That’s not easy to do. One way can be to imagine 
Friends Arena in Stockholm, filled to capacity, with 
seats and the field full of children. Here’s another 

comparison: half the population of Boulder, Colora-
do. In other words, that’s a lot of children. It’s also 
the number of Swedish children subjected to bullying 
in just one year. These children are denied the right 
to a secure childhood, their school days are filled 
with anxiety and they suffer emotional scars that 
never go away.

In this report, we summarize the situation in Sweden 
with regard to bullying and degrading treatment. 
One result that stands out is that 7.5 percent of all 
students have been subjected to bullying in the past 
year – that’s approximately two students in every 
class. More than every fifth student has been violat-
ed by another student in the past year.

This year, for the first time, we have investigated 
the situation for the youngest students. These are 
children in kindergarten to grade three. The figures 
clearly show the importance of early prevention of 
bullying and abuse. Four out of 10 of the youngest 
children feel unsafe in their schools and every fourth 
student is afraid to be alone at recess.

Naturally, school staff play a decisive role in stu-
dents’ safety and security. Nevertheless, our report 
shows that every third teacher wants to learn more 
about safety and equal treatment issues. It is essen-
tial to give teachers the support they need to create 
a safe environment in school. There are many ways 
to achieve this. One way is to prioritize this area to a 
greater extent in teachers’ education and profession-

al development. Another is for government to ensure 
proper financing of preventive measures in schools. 
We believe a government fund should be established 
to help the education authorities with this.

We recently released a report on the socioeconomic 
costs of bullying. We do not consider it our mission 
to reduce government spending, But we seek to 
prevent bullying because every child has the right to 
a safe and secure childhood, regardless of whether 
this entails costs or savings for society. Still, we think 
it can be easier for Swedish politicians to motivate 
funding for preventive measures if they can demon-
strate that these expenditures provide a long-term 
return on the investment. The report shows that in 
a single year, bullying will cost society 17.5 billion 
Swedish crowns in the next 30 years. 

At the same time, we know that bullying can be 
stopped. After one year of the Friends program, 
bullying has decreased on average by 24 percent. 
However, for all schools, preschools and sports 
associations to be able to access the best methods 
for preventing bullying, the question must receive 
political priority. 

As a society, we must choose a path – and it really 
shouldn’t be that hard to do: Lower economic costs 
and reduced human suffering, or higher economic 
costs and greater human suffering? Just having to 
ask this question is ludicrous.

Lars Arrhenius
Secretary-General, Friends

“As a society, we must choose a path – and 

it really shouldn’t be that hard to do.”  
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When I was in junior high, I believed I was 
special. Now I’m 19 and I know I’m spe-
cial, but not for the reasons that I thought 

in junior high. I’ve been bullied for many years. You 
could say that it’s been since elementary school, 
when I had almost no friends and was only allowed 
to participate and play with others on their terms. 
I’ve almost always felt like an outsider.

In junior high it was much worse. I was ostracized 
and was a victim of sexual harassment online. I’ve 
thought a lot about why I was the one who was 
attacked. There’s really no concrete answer. But my 
guess is that the people who sexually harassed me 
did it because I was weak after all those years of 
being an outsider. I ate it up – I believed every pos-
itive word they wrote or said to me. When I realized 
they were making fun of me instead, I got mad and 
replied. I never realized at the time that it was sexual 
harassment. They never physically did anything to 
me. 

The sexual harassment went on for about four years. 
They wrote that they loved me or wanted to have 
sex with me. After a while I thought about reporting 
it. Once I got so tired of it that I threatened to report 
one of the boys. But then the guy talked me out of it 
and made me feel guilty for what had happened. So 
I never reported it. 

I guess I was lucky, like I had a guardian angel 
watching over me. My teacher realized what was 
going on and noticed that I was not really part of the 
group. That teacher helped me a lot.

As I write this, I’m on a plane for the very first time – 
to London. I plan to experience new things and chal-
lenge myself. Whenever I need to encourage myself, 
I think of the kids that bullied me and that now I’m 
cooler than they are. 

When I was in junior high, I believed I was special 
because of the things the bullies said about me, 
and because I was bullied. Now I know I’m special 
because nobody else is as good at being me.

Elin Abelson
Friends Youth Council

“Now I know I’m special because nobody  

else is as good at being me.”

”I never realized at the time that 
this was sexual harassment. They 
never physically did anything to 
me. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Key Findings

students has been violated by 
another student in the past 

year.
(Grades 3–9)

1/5feel unsafe somewhere at school. (Grades K–3)
4/10

A third of all school staff  believe they have insufficient 
knowledge about safety/security and equal treatment 

issues.

1. Malicious 

comments

2. Mean looks or 

facial expressions

3. Physical abuse

Most common type of degrading 
treatment, grades 3–9

are afraid to be alone at recess. (Grades K–3)
1/4

ethnicitygender
functional disability

Most common basis for  
harassment, grades 6–9

of students in grades 3–9 have 
been bullied by another student in 
the past year.7.5% of girls in grades 6–9 have been subjected 

to degrading treatment in the past year. 
For boys, the figure is 16 percent.

25%
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Degrading treatment & bullying 

How common is it?
The vast majority of children feel safe and secure in 
school. Nevertheless, numerous cases of bullying 
and abuse continue to occur. A fourth of all students 
in grades 4–6 report that they have been subjected 
to degrading treatment by another student in the 
past year. In the survey, we define degrading treat-
ment as an action that causes a person to feel sad, 
hurt and less worthy. Mean words, comments or 
rumors are the most common forms of verbal de-
grading treatment. However, emotional/social abuse 
such as ostracizing, mean looks or pulling faces are 
common too. In grades 4–6, degrading treatment is 
more often physical (pushing, blows and kicks), while 
in grades 7–9 degrading treatment occurs more 
often online.

Bullying is described in the survey as exposure 
to degrading treatment by one or more students 
on multiple occasions, and the victim can feel in 
a position of weakness or find it difficult to defend 
themselves. On average, 7.5 percent of students in 
grades 3–9 have been victims of bullying in the past 
year. That corresponds to almost two students per 
average-sized class. Both bullying and degrading 
treatment are more common among students in 
grades 4–6 than in grades 7–9.

Mistreated by an adult at school
When a student has been subjected to mistreat-
ment by an adult at school, it’s particularly serious, 
because the students are in a position of depen-
dency on adults. Among students in grades 4–6, 
five percent report that they have been subjected to 
degrading treatment by an adult in school in the past 
year. For grades 7–9, the share is almost one in 10. 
Most of these cases involve one-time incidents, but 
some students are repeatedly subjected to degrad-
ing treatment by school staff. 

Many of these students in this situation say that the 
degrading treatment has been verbal abuse and that 
they have been unfairly treated. A report from the 
Ombudsman for Children (BO) says that one seri-
ous consequence of adults’ degrading treatment of 
children in front of other children is the risk of legiti-
mizing these degrading actions and thus increasing 
the child’s vulnerability.1 Adults do not always subject 
children to degrading treatment on purpose, but 
since school staff are in a position of power over stu-
dents, they must be extra vigilant about their behav-
ior. More than every third school employee respond-
ed that they are uncertain or do not know what to 
do if a colleague subjects a student to degrading 
treatment. It is important that school authorities en-
sure that school staff have routines for action when 
colleagues subject children or students to degrading 
treatment. School staff who witness or find out that 
a student has been mistreated by a colleague are 
obligated to act. They are also obligated to report the 
incident to the principal, who in turn must take the 
matter to school authorities. 

Still a major societal problem

”A fourth of all students in grades 
4–6 report that they have been 
subjected to degrading treatment 
by another student in the past 
year. 
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DEGRADING TREATMENT AND BULLYING

27%

of all girls in grades 3–6 have 
been subjected to violations in 
the past year. For boys in this age 
group, the figure is 21 percent (25 

percent total). 
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Long-term vulnerability

When the bullying doesn’t stop
In most cases, students say that the bullying they 
experienced has stopped within a few weeks, but 
four percent say that they have been bullied for 
several months or more. That’s one child in every 
class.  Being subjected to bullying can be devastat-
ing. It can lead to problems such as low self-esteem, 
worry, anxiety, depression and suicidal thoughts. 
Children exposed to such treatment for long periods 
also have reduced sense of connection and purpose 
and run a greater risk of exclusion.2 It is important 
that these situations are recognized and remedied 
immediately, and that the children involved receive 
help and support. 

Support from adults
Social support from adults is vital to stop a situation 
in which children are being subjected to degrading 
treatment or bullying. It is also essential that victims 
receive support after the situation has changed for 
the better, to build trust and prevent future vulnera-
bility. Students feel better when they are no longer 
subjected to bullying, but on average they will not 
feel as good as they did before. Nor do students 
subjected to bullying regain the same trust in adults 
at school after the bullying has ceased.3

In order for a student who has been subjected to 
bullying or who sees someone being subjected to 
bullying to turn to an adult for help, it is important 
that adults create relationships of trust. Among mis-
treated students in grades 4–6, it is most common 
to tell an adult at home about the problem, while 
students in grades 7–9 prefer to turn to a friend or 
sibling. Every fifth student subjected to degrading 
treatment or bullying has not told anyone about it.

Many students don’t tell anyone

25%

of girls in grades 6–9 have been sub-
jected to degrading treatment in the 

past year. For boys in this age group, the 
figure is 16 percent (21 percent total). 
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LONG-TERM VULNERABILITY

”A lot of things have happened that 
I don’t want to talk about. I feel like 
I’m different and I’m not allowed to 
be part of the group.
Response from a student

”Maybe I’m not popular in my class 
because I come from another country.

Response from a student

”All I know is that I don’t  
really want to live any more.
Response from a student

”Efforts to promote equal treatment should 
be given higher priority. We cannot teach 

children who feel threatened.
Response from school staff 
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Do you feel that you have been bullied by another student in the past year?

Girl

Boy

6% 5%

Yes

10%
7%

Yes

Grades 

3–6

Grades 

6–9

In the past year, have you received a mean text or message from another 
student? 

Yes

15%

Yes

Grades 

3–6

Grades 

6–9

8%

18%

11%

Girl

Boy

In what way have you been subjected to degrading treatment/bullied?  
(Base: Has been subjected to degrading treatment/bullied. Multiple choice question)

Grades 3–6

75%

Mean words or comments

43%

Left out, mean looks or facial expressions

26%

Blows or kicks

Grades 6–9

64%

Verbally

53%

Psychologically

27%

Online/on phone or tablet
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DEGRADING TREATMENT AND BULLYING

Have du told anyone that you have been subjected to degrading treatment/bul-
lied? (Base: Has been subjected to degrading treatment/bullied. Multiple choice question)

Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

An adult at home A friend/sibling An adult at school

41%

56%

44%
49%

40%

27%

No, I haven’t 
told anyone

17%
25%

Someone else

11% 11%

In the past year, has another student written something mean about you online? 

Grades 

3–6

Grades 

6–9

Yes

6%

Yes

4%

13% 11%

Girl

Boy

Verbally

Psychologically

Online/on phone or tablet

Do you know what to do if you witness or find out that a student has been violated 
by another student or someone on the school staff? (Question for school staff)

2%

No, not at all/No, not really

8%

To some extent

90%

Yes, pretty much/Yes, very much

10%

20%

70%

Another student Staff
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Why does bullying happen?
The factors are unique for every group

Underlying mechanisms 
As always when dealing with human relationships, 
there are no simple answers to the question of why 
bullying happens. Every case in which a child is sub-
jected to this treatment is unique and often multiple 
factors are involved. This is why we need to study 
it from different perspectives – on individual, group, 
organizational and societal levels – to understand the 
mechanisms behind bullying and degrading treat-
ment. By being vigilant and analyzing what influ-
ences a situation schools will be better equipped to 
influence and change the situation. This may involve 
analyzing the sense of safety and security in a group, 
the leadership in the organization or the norms at 
the school and in society. Norms are invisible rules 
created based on ideas of what is normal and what 
is not. Norms are everywhere, and they direct us 
in how we think, look and behave in different con-
texts. Failing to live up to norms can lead to various 
types of discrimination, harassment and degrading 
treatment.4

A narrow outlook leads to new cases
A bullying situation can consist of different types 
of degrading treatment stemming from different 
reasons. It is important to analyze each of these on 
their own in order to take the right course of action. 
Insufficient analysis is common, and a fundamental 
reason why preventive measures are often ineffec-
tive. Despite the increased attention on bullying, 
and strict laws, bullying stubbornly remains at the 
same level as before. One of the explanations is that 
despite schools’ success in stopping the majority of 
ongoing bullying, new cases arise all the time – and 
this is the result of limiting focus to the students 
involved instead of examining the group’s dynamic, 
school culture and society’s effect on relationships.5  

Multidisciplinary approach
Friends is based on a multidisciplinary view of why 
bullying and other types of degrading treatment 
occur. We see many advantages in not locking 
ourselves into one model of explanation; instead, 
we analyze incidents on several levels. Bullying is a 
relatively new area for research, with studies being 
carried out within several fields of science. These 
different disciplines can provide important avenues 
for analyzing bullying and degrading treatment, and 
help make our work more comprehensive. 

We need knowledge from psychology, education 
science and sociology to understand individual 
students’ behavior, group dynamic processes, 
school culture and teaching environment, as well as 
constructs of normality and power relationships. It is 
important to remember that in our work to stop and 
prevent bullying, the issue is complex. Bullying and 
degrading treatment can happen for several reasons 
that are linked to each other and can be expressed 
differently.  Individuals and the context are significant 
– one does not preclude the other. 
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WHY DOES BULLYING HAPPEN?
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Harassment

What are violations about?
When degrading treatment is associated with one 
or more of the seven grounds for discrimination, it 
is known as harassment. Acts of harassment can 
involve making a person feel ridiculous or belittled, 
through generalizations connected to one or more of 
the seven grounds of discrimination. 

When we ask students subjected to degrading treat-
ment to describe what the treatment was about, they 
said that it mostly involved interests, clothing style 
or appearance. However, many said that they have 
been subjected to harassment. In grades 7–9 it often 
involves discrimination based on gender, but other 
common reasons are functional disability or ethnic 
affiliation. In grades 4–6 harassment often involves 
ethnic affiliation, followed by sexual orientation and 
gender. 

Sexual harassment
Sexual harassment is behavior of a sexual nature 
that violates a person’s dignity. Examples of sexual 
harassment include unwelcome comments, catcalls, 
looks, messages, touching or rumors relating to sex 
or the body that make the person who is targeted 
feel uncomfortable.

One out of every 12 students in grades 4–6 and 
grades 7–9 say that they have been subjected to 
sexual harassment in the past year. It is probable 
that the numbers are much higher when it comes to 
sexual harassment. The way the question is asked 
greatly affects how students respond. In our survey, 
students answer a general question about whether 
they have been subjected to sexual harassment. 
In studies where researchers have asked students 
about specific behaviors – for example whether they 
have been inappropriately touched or someone has 
attempted to hug or kiss them against their will – the 
numbers are higher.

Studies show that sexual harassment can lead to 
decreased self-confidence/self-esteem, depression, 
anxiety, self-harm and suicidal thoughts. School 
performance is also affected by sexual harassment, 
and such treatment can lead to increased absences 
and feeling less safe at school. One consequence of 
allowing sexual harassment to continue unchecked 
is its normalization – acceptance and expectation of 
a sexualized environment.6 Both students and staff 
say that sexual harassment is so common that no 
one reacts anymore, and explain it away by saying 
that this is normal behavior between girls and boys.

Different forms of expression

The seven grounds of discrimination: 
Gender, gender identity or expression, 

ethnicity, religion or other belief system, 
functional disability, sexual orientation and age. 

7
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HARASSMENT

What were violations about? (Base: Has been violated. Multiple choice question)

Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

The country you  
are from

Persons that you 
like/love

That you are a girl  
or boy

You functional 
disability

That you believe or 
do not believe in 

God

19% 18%

12%
8%

5%

*Sex and gender identity or expression have been combined.

Sex/gender identity 
or expression*

Ethnicity

28%

11%

Sexual orientation

9% 8%

Religion or other 
belief system

11%

Functional disability

Have you been subjected to sexual harassment by a student in your school in the 
past year? (Yes*)

Grades 3–6

8%
Girl

7%
Boy

Grades 6–9

12%
Girl

6%
Boy

*In the survey, the question about the nature of the harassment or degrading treatment was only asked of those who 
had experienced such mistreatment, while all respondents were asked the question about sexual harassment. This 

means that a direct comparison between the two cannot be made.
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Some groups more at risk 
than others
A generally accepted notion is that anyone can be 
subjected to degrading treatment and bullying, and 
this is true as such. However, we know that some 
groups are more vulnerable than others, and schools 
must take this into account in their efforts to prevent 
incidents and promote a safe environment. 

Research shows that children born outside Sweden, 
or whose parents are foreign-born, have three times 
the risk of being bullied compared to other children 
of the same age.7 Of the children in the survey who 
responded that they had been subjected to de-
grading treatment, 19 percent in grades 3–6 said 
that birth country was the reason. Ethnicity-based 
harassment can involve degrading treatment related 
to country of origin, ethnic origin or the like, but can 
also be based on skin color, hair texture, appearance 
or name. 
 
Having a functional disability also increases vulner-
ability. For example, a study by Uppsala University 
found that 4th-grade students with ADHD have 10 
times the risk of being subjected to bullying com-
pared to those without this diagnosis.8

Violations based on sexuality, gender identity or 
gender expression are also common in schools. A 
report from the Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil 
Society reveals that one-fourth of the violations ex-
perienced by HBTQ adolescents take place in school 
environments.9

Other examples of harassment in school include 
being excluded based on religion, age-related teas-
ing or being ill-treated because of having a different 
gender identity than as perceived by people around 
them.

Narrow gender roles
When Friends meets students, they often say that 
there are rigid expectations of how girls and boys 
are supposed to look, behave and think. This can 
include notions of clothing style, interests and how 
students “should” behave to be a “real” girl or boy. 
Those who do not live up to these norms are criti-
cized in various ways – from mean looks and com-
ments to violence and threats of violence. 

Girls more insecure in every aspect
The results from almost all the questions in the 
survey show that girls are more vulnerable and feel 
more insecure in school. Among girls in grades 7–9, 
every fifth girl is afraid of being ill-treated in school. 
The corresponding result for boys is 1 in 10. As to 
the question of feeling unsafe in school, 62 percent 
of boys in grades 7–9 said they never feel this way, 
while only 46 percent of girls give the same answer. 
While 9 percent of boys responded that they feel 
insecure in the changing room, 19% of girls said 
they did not feel secure in this environment. Girls are 
more often subjected to individual acts of degrading 
treatment and bullying. Sexual harassment is most 
common among girls in grades 7–9.

Preventive work and efforts to promote a safe environment are important
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SOME GROUPS MORE AT RISK THAN OTHERS

25%

of those subjected to bullying in grades 6–9 have 
never told anyone about it.  

For grades 3–6, the figure is 21%. 

45%

of students in grades 6–9 feel that teachers sometimes, 
seldom or never act when someone is violated.   

19% say that teachers always take action. 
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The vast majority of children feel safe and secure 
in school and are not worried about being poorly 
treated or violated. However, every third student in 
grades 4–6 said that they are sometimes or always 
afraid for being ill-treated in school. 

Unsafe places
Many students experience restrooms and changing 
rooms as unsafe. This perception often stems from 
stall doors that can be opened from outside, or that 
other students stand outside the stall and hit the 
door or pull on the door handle. Unsafe places are 
often associated with the lack of adult presence. 
When we asked students what adults in school can 
do to create a secure atmosphere, many want to 
see more adults in the school environment. A safe, 
secure work environment, both physically and psy-
chosocially, is a prerequisite for children and adoles-
cents to be able to enjoy learning and to develop in 
their education.10

The lonely students
Loneliness in school is a problem for many students. 
In the survey, every fourth student in grades 4–6 
responded that they feel alone in school. The adult 
world is generally better at reacting to violations that 
can be heard or seen. In the staff survey, we asked 
whether staff members had observed incidents be-
tween students in the past year, and if so what kind 
of incidents these were. Psychological abuse ranked 
third after verbal and physical abuse. However, 
when we asked the students subjected to degrading 
treatment, they said that psychological abuse was 
the second most common type of abuse after verbal 
abuse. Every fifth girl in grades 7–9 said that she 
sometimes, often or always feels isolated.

Student participation 
Only four out of 10 students in grades 6–9 felt 
that they were included in and could influence the 
school’s work to improve students’ feeling of se-
curity, and every third student was unaware of the 
contents in the school’s equal treatment plan. We 
have noted that in many schools, student participa-
tion is at best limited to being asked what they think 
about measures that staff members suggest. True 
influence is achieved only when students participate 
in problem formulation and analysis, and not just ac-
tions and evaluation of the school’s efforts. Research 
shows that schools with strong student participation 
have better chances of improving academic results 
and reducing bullying.11

Trust & confidence
If students do not trust adults, it is difficult to have 
a conversation about preventive and emergency 
measures. Eight of 10 students in grades 4–6 and 
six of 10 students in grades 7–9 answered that they 
had an adult in school with whom they could discuss 
mistreatment. One out of three students in grades 
7–9 do not tell a member of staff if they observe a 
fellow student being mistreated, and every fifth stu-
dent feels that school staff seldom or never act when 
students are subjected to degrading treatment.

A safe and secure school
Adult presence a positive influence

”The adult world is generally better 
at reacting to violations that can 
be heard or seen. 
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A SAFE AND SECURE SCHOOL

Are you worried about being mistreated/subjected to degrading treatment in 
school? (Grades 6–9)

Girl

Boy

Never Seldom Sometimes Often/always

46%

59%

36%
31%

15%
8%

3% 2%



A SAFE AND SECURE SCHOOL

22

Do you feel isolated/lonely in school? (Grades 3–6)

Girl

Boy

No, seldom/never Sometimes Yes, often/always Don’t know

68%

77%

26%
18%

4% 3% 2% 2%

Where do you feel unsafe/insecure?

Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

Changing roomsRestrooms Online

18% 14% 6%

Changing roomsRestrooms School hallways

14% 10% 7%



FRIENDS REPORT 2016    23

FEELING SAFE AND SECURE IN SCHOOL

Are there school staff members you feel you can talk to and ask for help if you 
are subjected to mistreatment/degrading treatment? (Yes)

79%

61%
Grades 3–6

Grades 6–9

Do you feel that school staff act if they notice/find out that students are being 
subjected to mistreatment/degrading treatment? (Grades 6–9)

Always

Sometimes

Often

19%

36%

24%

Seldom13%

Never8%

Do students have the opportunity to participate in the school’s efforts to create 
a safe and secure environment? (Grades 6–9)

41%
Yes

41% Yes, very much or a lot

36% To some extent

23% No, not at all or very little
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Voices of the youngest 
students

Survey for grades K–3
In the 2015-16 school year, Friends launched its 
questionnaire also for the youngest students in 
schools. All in all, 13,245 students in kindergarten 
to third grade have responded to questions about 
safety/security, enjoyment of school and degrading 
treatment. The questionnaire is designed so that 
the students can listen to the questions and click on 
images or symbols to respond. In this way, it is pos-
sible for all these students – regardless of reading 
ability – to take the test without the help of an adult. 

Safety/security
Most children like their class and say that they have 
a friend in their class. Despite this, almost every 
fourth student is afraid to be alone at recess. Four of 
10 students in grades K–3 feel unsafe somewhere at 
school. The place where most of them feel afraid or 
unsafe is in bathrooms, followed by the playground 
and changing rooms. There is widespread trust of 
adults, but 7 percent say that they do not have an 
adult at school with whom they can discuss import-
ant things. Compared to responses from students in 
grades 4–6 and 7–9, there are significantly smaller 
differences in girls’ and boys’ responses in grades 
K–3. 

Violations
There are no official statistics on violations and 
bullying in lower grades. The Swedish National 
Agency for Education begins collecting data in grade 
4.12 In Friends’ questionnaire for grades K–3, we 
formulated the question about perceived degrading 
treatment as follows: Has a student ever treated 
you in a way that made you sad? Half of all students 
answered yes to this question. 30 percent say that 
it has happened many times. When we analyze the 
results, we have taken into account that the young-
est students may not view events in school in the 
same way as older students. For example, younger 
students seem to trust adults more, which can mean 
that these students are more inclined to tell adults 
about a negative situation. It is nonetheless crucial to 
take these students’ accounts seriously. The results 
are an important foundation for further surveys and 
analysis of the schools. By creating a dialogue and 
really listening to the thoughts and experiences of 
the youngest students, feelings of safety and securi-
ty in school can be improved.

New survey for students in grades K–3

Has a student ever treated you so badly that you felt sad?

50%
No

50% No

20% Yes, once

30% Yes, many times
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VOICES OF THE YOUNGEST STUDENTS

96%

of children in grades K–3 said that they like their class.

24%
of children in grades K–3 said that they are afraid to 
be alone at recess. 

97%
of children in grades K–3 said that they have a 
friend in their class. 
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Are you usually afraid or insecure somewhere in your school? (Grades K–3. Multiple 
choice question)

93%
of children in grades K–3 said that they have someone at 
school with whom they can discuss important things.

4/10 students in grades K–3 feel unsafe somewhere at school.
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School staff

Many want to do more
School staff members are highly motivated when it 
comes to making sure that students feel safe and 
secure in school. Six of 10 think that staff members 
are motivated in their work on safety/security and 
equal treatment issues, and the same number think 
that their efforts to ensure equal treatment work 
are actively pursued and permeate the school’s 
work in general. 75 percent of school staff think that 
they receive support from their colleagues in equal 
treatment efforts, and two out of three say that their 
superior prioritizes equal treatment efforts. However, 
there are many who would like to do more, and they 
would like to see structures for even better initiatives.

Adult knowledge and competence
A majority of school staff believe they have suffi-
cient knowledge about safety/security and equal 
treatment issues, but one third of them think they 
have little or no knowledge in this area. School staff 
members want methods for realizing and actualizing 
values, but also knowledge about current research, 
legislation, conflict management, emergency mea-
sures and deeper knowledge about such topics 
as HBTQ issues and online degrading treatment. 
In order for anti-bullying efforts to be as effective 
and long-term as possible, it is important that these 
efforts permeate the entire school and that all staff 
and all students are involved. Professional develop-
ment for staff must be based on an analysis of the 
improvement areas in their school, and the types of 
incidents that have been more difficult to prevent. 
When creating a safe and secure school, adults in 
the school must be given the right tools to be able to 
take responsibility for students’ safety and security.

Responsibility of school authorities
School authorities are responsible for adhering to 
the Education Act and ensuring that all staff have 
sufficient knowledge and support. The obligation 
of conducting goal-oriented work to prevent de-
grading treatment of students rests with the school 
authorities, not the teachers themselves. A teacher 
or other school employee who finds that a student 
considers her/himself to be a victim of degrading 
treatment must report this to the school principal. 
The principal is then obligated to report the matter to 
school authorities, who must investigate the mat-
ter in a speedy manner and take action to prevent 
degrading treatment in the future. Responses to the 
open-ended questions show that staff members feel 
they lack dedicated time to devote to possible cases 
of degrading treatment.  

Adult presence, knowledge and responsibility important

”In order for anti-bullying efforts 
to be as effective and long-term 
as possible, it is important that 
these efforts permeate the entire 
school and that all staff and all 
students are involved.
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Do you think that you have sufficient 
knowledge about safety/security and 
equal treatment issues?

Do you feel you have support from 
your colleagues in your efforts to en-
sure equal treatment?

Do you feel that the staff members at 
your school are motivated to pursue 
equal treatment efforts?

61%
Yes

61% Yes

31% To some extent

8% No

Do you think the efforts to ensure 
equal treatment in your school are ro-
bust and permeate the entire school?

62% Yes

31% To some extent

7% No

62%
Yes

68% Yes

25% Some support

7% No

75% Yes

21% Some support

4% No

75%
Yes

68%
Yes

The authorities are the municipal representa-
tives responsible for the school or the owners of 
an independent school. 



SUCCESS FACTORS FOR PREVENTION OF BULLYING

28

Success factors for 
prevention of bullying
Many factors have proven effective in the prevention of bullying and degrading treatment – even if there are 
no panaceas. The fundamental idea is to create a common view of how a safe school is defined, what it 
entails and how it can be achieved. In this process, every school, teacher team and class must work from 
their own needs and resources, and develop actions that fit their own situation. By using a “whole-school 
approach”, everyone gets involved: teachers, staff, students and their parents/guardians. The work to create 
a safe and secure school is continuous.

1
CREATE A UNIFIED APPROACH
Everyone who works in the school must know when treatment becomes degrading, 
and must also have common strategies for how to act when this line is crossed. Stu-
dents, staff and guardians need a shared approach to how to put values into prac-
tice. Safety and security issues must always be included in the agenda to maintain a 
common value system in the school.

INCLUDE OTHERS
All the adults in school must communicate and stand up for the school's values, 
in and out of class. Ensuring safety and security must be part of daily routines and 
cannot be reserved for special occasions such as theme days, mentoring sessions 
or special classes. The school’s values must be integrated in systematic quality work 
involving clear analysis, goals, planning and follow-up. 

2

WORK BASED ON THE SCHOOL’S SITUATION
Identifying and analyzing the school’s own needs and resources is fundamental for 
success in ensuring a safe environment. Every school must work based on its unique 
situation in order to understand the actions the school needs to take. Both students 
and staff need to participate in the identification and analysis process, and provide 
their perceptions of matters such as safety, enjoyment and occurrences of degrading 
treatment and bullying. 

3
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LEGISLATION
The Education Act and the Discrimination Act 
stipulate the rights and obligations of children, 
students and their parents/guardians.  The 
Education Act also specifies the requirements on 
municipal school authorities and school owners. 

The law states that if an employee in a school 
finds out that a student feels degraded or bul-
lied, the employee has a so-called obligation to 
act. This means that the school must investigate 
the matter and prevent any continued degrad-
ing treatment as soon as possible. A teacher or 
other school/preschool employee who finds that 
a student considers themselves to be victims of 
degrading treatment must report this to the prin-
cipal. The principal must in turn report the matter 
to the school authorities. The Education Act stip-
ulates that each year, every school must identify 
and analyze the situation for children, and create 
a plan for measures to prevent bullying. 

PLAN TO STOP DEGRADING TREAT-
MENT AND DISCRIMINATION/EQUAL 
TREATMENT PLAN
Each year, every school must create a plan to 
stop degrading treatment and discrimination. 
The plan is sometimes called the equal treat-
ment plan. The plan is to describe actions that 
are planned and how these actions will be 
taken and followed up. The document shall also 
include descriptions of the school’s preventive 
work and efforts to promote a safe environment, 
and the emergency measures the school must 
take if degrading treatment occurs. This plan is 
to be based on identification and analysis of the 
children’s situation in that school. 

The school’s students must be included in the 
work of developing, following up and evaluating 
the plan, and it is important to document how 
this has been achieved. In addition, the plan is to 
contain descriptions of who has responsibility for 
what, and how children, students and parents 
have been informed about the plan’s content.

THE STUDENTS ARE THE EXPERTS
Children and young people know their own school. One 
success factor in establishing a safe school is including 
the students in the school’s efforts to create a safe and 
secure environment. Students must be part of problem 
formulation, action plans and evaluation of the school’s 
efforts. In this way, the measures taken with be more 
securely established in the school, more relevant and 
more effective.

SYSTEMATIC QUALITY WORK
Schools must identify, analyze, plan and develop their 
work. Actions must be documented, evaluated and 
followed up to know whether progress is being made. 
If the actions taken do not improve the situation, new 
measures must be developed. It is essential to define 
clear responsibilities and ensure that routines are firmly 
established.

4

5

As an adult in the school environ-
ment, what should I do if acts of 
degrading treatment occur?
Intervene & report
As an adult it is important to always act when you 
witness or learn of a student who feels targeted by 
degrading treatment. Report incidents to the rel-
evant teachers, the safety team and the principal/
preschool director.

Investigate & plan actions
Investigate the incident immediately. Contact 
parents/guardians, evaluate actions and, when 
needed, initiate an action program.  

Document
Document all actions taken, starting from the point 
at which the school became aware of the incident.

Follow up & evaluate
Have the acts of degrading treatment stopped, or 
are new actions needed? 

1

2

3

4
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Frequent questions & answers
What is the difference between bul-
lying and degrading treatment?
Degrading treatment is the term used in the Educa-
tion Act, defined as behavior that violates a child’s 
dignity. Bullying is defined as when someone has 
been subjected to degrading treatment on a num-
ber of different occasions. A victim of bullying may 
feel like they are in a position of weakness and find 
it hard to defend themselves. Bullying is a concept 
that helps us understand the systematic nature of 
degrading treatment and harassment.

How common is online degrading 
treatment?
According to Friends Online Report 2016, one-third 
of young people have been subjected to online 
degrading treatment in the past year. The most 
common forms of degrading treatment are mean 
comments or messages. For more information 
about online degrading treatment, see friends.se/en/
natrapporten.

What can students do if someone is 
subjected to bullying?
If, as a student, you have been subjected to degrad-
ing treatment/bullied or see someone else being 
mistreated, you should speak to an adult whom you 
trust. This could be an adult at home, a teacher, 
coach or perhaps a friend’s parent. It is not a child’s 
responsibility to stop bullying – adults must be 
responsible.

Can bullying be stopped?
Yes. Through long-term, continuous preventive work, 
bullying can be reduced. Research shows that one 
effective way to decrease bullying is the so-called 
“whole-school approach”. This means that teachers, 
other school staff, students and parents all get in-
volved in the work to create a safer, secure environ-
ment. After one year of the Friends program, bullying 
is decreased on average by 24 percent.

As a guardian, how do I know that 
my child is being subjected to bully-
ing, and what can I do?
You know your child best. Reflect over whether 
you’ve seen a change in your child’s behavior, for 
example not bringing home friends and not wanting 
to go to a friend’s house. Another sign can be an 
unwillingness to talk about school or that your child 
wants to be alone or does not want to go to school. 

It can be very difficult to talk about being bullied, so 
it’s very important to talk to you child and show that 
you are there. Show interest in your child’s school 
experiences; ask about friends and the atmosphere 
in school. If you find that you child is begin subject-
ed to bullying, explain that the persons who subject 
others to degrading treatment or bullying are the 
ones who are doing wrong. Emphasize that it’s not 
your child’s fault – anyone can become the victim of 
degrading treatment or bullying. Be clear that the sit-
uation can be changed. Agree with your child about 
how you will contact the school and whom you will 
contact there.

What can I do if my child is bullying 
others?
Talk to your child about what has happened, and 
emphasize that degrading treatment is never okay. 
Be clear that it is the negative behavior that you 
do not accept, and do not accuse your child as a 
person. Talk about the situation and try to get your 
child to think about how the victim might feel. Tell 
them you are there for them, to listen, support and 
help them. Agree with your child on a shared plan 
to create change and determine how your child can 
make it up to the victim. Initiate a positive relationship 
with the school and decide how you will maintain 
contact in the future, so you will know how things 
are going. Ask yourself what you as a parent can do 
to strengthen your child’s self-esteem and ability to 
show empathy. Lastly, it is also important to support 
your child when the bullying has stopped. Apprecia-
tive words will motivate your child to be cooperative. 
Positive support strengthens you child’s feelings of 
self-esteem.
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What can I do if my child is 
bullying others?
Talk to your child about what is 
happening.

Create a plan of action together with 
your child so you can change the 
situation.

Initiate a positive relationship with the 
school.

Support your child and show that the 
actions are wrong, not your child

Support your child when the bullying 
has stopped.

1

2

3
4

5

What can I do if my child 
is being bullied?
Talk to your child about what is 
happening.

Talk to the class teacher or mentor 
in charge.

1

2

3
4

5

Contact the school principal.

If you do not get help from the school, 
go to the municipal or other school 
authorities.

If you don’t think the school is doing 
enough, contact the Child and School 
Student Representative (BEO) or the 
Ombudsman for Children (BO).

Tip! At friends.se you can practice how to react if you suspect 

your child is a victim of bullying. In the online course Friends 

quick course for adults: supporting your child for a safe and 

secure school, you play the role of 12-year-old Kim’s guardian. 

You get the opportunity to practice how to act in situations 

where bullying occurs. (Swedish only).
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About the Report
The report is based on data from Friends’ analysis 
service, where 34,319 children and adolescents 
have answered questions about bullying and de-
grading treatment. The respondents comprise 
13,245 students in grades K–3, 11,000 students in 
grades 3–6 and 10,074 students in grades 6–9. The 
groups in the survey overlap to suit schools that 
are organized in different ways. Data was collected 
from August 1 2015 to June 1 2016. The data was 
collected through web-based, age-adapted surveys 
conducted in schools. Not all participating schools 
have undergone Friends training, but all have cho-
sen to have Friends assist them in identifying and 
analyzing the situation in their respective school. The 
responding schools are located throughout Sweden. 
Friends has not selected the participating schools, 
and respondents are completely anonymous. The 
staff survey had 3,567 responses. Of these, 2,938 
were teachers, 118 were school administrators and 

511 were other school employees. Friends’ analysis 
service is based on current legislation and covers 
degrading treatment, harassment, discrimination 
and bullying, as well as student satisfaction, safety 
and knowledge of/participation in equal treatment 
work at school. The quotes included in the report 
are a selection of the respondents’ responses to 
open-ended questions.

Survey and analysis of responses from 34,000 children & young people
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DEFINITIONS

ACTS OF VIOLATION are described in the survey as 
actions that make a person feel sad, hurt or inferior.

DEGRADING TREATMENT is the term used in the 
Education Act, defined as behavior that, without being 
discriminatory, violates a child’s or student’s dignity.

BULLYING is when one or more people subject a 
person to degrading treatment and/or harassment on 
multiple 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, such as a 
teacher, treats one student unfairly or worse than others 
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 subjected to de-
grading treatment 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 ha-
rassment include unwelcome comments, catcalls, looks, 
messages, touching or rumors relating to sex or the body 
that make the person who is targeted feel uncomfortable.

PLAN TO STOP DEGRADING TREATMENT AND 
DISCRIMINATION / EQUAL TREATMENT PLAN  is a 
plan for a school’s efforts to prevent degrading treatment 
and discrimination. The plan is produced each year and 
describes the school’s actions, preventive measures and 
efforts to promote safety and security.

Definitions
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THE COSTS OF BULLYING

mobbningenskostnader.se

Bullying causes tremendous suffering and results in lifelong damage. It also incurs 
huge costs for society under long periods. Friends has asked national economists to 
estimate these costs. See what it costs in each county, town or school in Sweden at 

That’s 35,800 
teacher salaries.

Bullying will 

cost Sweden

#mobbningenskostnader

www.mobbningenskostnader.se

17.5
billion SEK

(Swedish only)
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